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 3 
Introduction: Uprising Youth 
 
“The journey to Italy was hard. We made it out of Libyan prisons and crossed this big sea. God risked 
our lives… That’s why in this music, I call myself ‘Lucky Boy,’ because I made it through Libya, you 
know? Now, here in Sicily, with this music, we are free... We are taking with a good meditation and 
bringing messages to the people” -Abu Bakr Fanneh1   
 
Abu Bakr is an 18-year-old boy from 
The Gambia. It took him one year to make the 
6,000-kilometer journey from his home in 
Brikama2 to the rubber dinghy floating across 
the Mediterranean Sea from which he would 
be rescued by Italian authorities. Like 
thousands of Gambians before him, Abu Bakr 
left home alone for Tripoli, Libya, the 
principal point of departure for West Africans 
fleeing to the European mainland. After 
crossing the desert from Agadez, Niger to 
Sahba, Libya with 40 other young sub-
Saharan migrants, Abu Bakr and his company 
were forced directly into prison, the first days of 
his nine arduous months between three Libyan 
prisons. Being immediately forced into prison upon arrival meant that their trans-Sahara smuggling 
                                                        
1 This is his real name, which he gave me affirmative verbal consent to use throughout the thesis and on the CD. 
The youth who appear throughout the thesis also gave me this permission, though I tend to use only first names.  
2 A small town near the capital of Banjul where Abu Bakr grew up with his parents and two sisters. Abu Bakr’s 
mother died in 2015, one year before he left for Italy.  
Abu Bakr poses for a portrait after a jam session 
on the rooftop of his camp which houses 50 
unaccompanied minors: Centro di Accoglienza 
“Umberto Primo”. Syracuse, Sicily: June 2017. 
 4 
connection had betrayed the company of migrants and sold their bodies to militant prison guards who 
would starve, torture and extort them. The prison guards—working in conjunction with the boat-
operating smugglers—demanded a one-time payment from Abu Bakr’s father over the phone, promising 
his safe passage to Italy if he paid, and his execution if they failed to. Abu Bakr endured two months in the 
Sahba prison before his father paid his liberation fee, and he was transported to Tripoli, passed off to 
boat-operating smugglers, and placed on a rubber dinghy with 140 other migrants, and pushed out to 
sea—his fate still utterly uncertain. Crowded shoulder-to-shoulder at 5:00AM amongst African men, 
women, and children with severely limited food and water, the company of migrants panicked as a hostile 
shower of incoming bullets splashed into the sea around them; a Libyan patrol boat hastily approached, 
captured, and imprisoned the 140 migrants in Surman, Libya.  
Abu Bakr endured four months in the extremely overcrowded3 prison in Surman before he was 
transferred with 40 other migrants in a shipping container-- a grueling four-day journey during which he 
did not see the light of day--to a prison in Bani Waled, a desert town in central Libya. Abu Bakr recalled 
the same brutal conditions in Bani Waled like the other Libyan prisons: daily beatings, meager rations, 
and commonplace enslavement—although because of his small and scrawny stature as a malnourished 16-
year-old boy, Abu Bakr was never made to work on nearby construction sites like his older peers. After 
two arduous months in Bani Waled, Abu Bakr’s father had gathered the money to pay a second liberation 
fee for his release, transport to the northern coast, and a place on an outgoing rubber dinghy among 150 
other hopeful migrants. Their hopes, however, were tragically crushed as Libyan patrols captured the 
150 migrants but released them into Grigaras4 instead of forcing them into prison. Abu Bakr went into 
                                                        
3 Abu Bakr estimates that 700 migrants were in captivity in the prison in Surman, with over 100 confined to specific 
cement rooms where people could barely lay down at the same time.  
4 Grigaras is the principal black African neighborhood in Tripoli established and protected by Gaddafi. Since the fall 
of his regime, the neighborhood has become an increasingly dangerous zone of kidnapping black migrants.  
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hiding in Grigaras in a safehouse with older Senegalese and Gambian migrants whom he had met on this 
second unsuccessful boat trip and finally, on his fourth attempt, Abu Bakr and 125 other migrants who 
had departed from Zuwara were rescued by the Italian Coast Guard. A week later, Abu Bakr, a hopeful 
17-year-old with dreams to reside in Europe, was starting his new life at Umberto Primo Youth Migrant 
Camp in Syracuse, Sicily. Abu Bakr spent nine months in Umberto Primo before being moved to Casa 
Freedom Migrant Camp in Priolo when he turned 18. At Casa Freedom, Abu Bakr has his own bed in a 
shared room with four other young Gambians, receives three meals, and spends most days in the camp 
common areas socializing with his friends, listening to music, and playing soccer. Despite his friendships 
and activities, Abu Bakr’s life is characterized by crippling boredom as he waits for documents.    
 Abu Bakr was one of my most passionate musical collaborators at Umberto Primo and this past 
summer at “Casa Freedom” Youth Migrant Camp. Having endured immense hardships from a young 
age, Abu Bakr bears a deep emotional experience that compels expression through music. Having grown 
up immersed in West African musical traditions and exposed to global reggae and hip-hop, Abu is an 
innately musical human being. He understands—like the truly great and wise musicians of the world—the 
power of music to express lived experiences coupled with their emotional content, and to have those 
experiences be immediately felt by listeners. We would spend long weekday afternoons in the outdoor 
common areas of the camp jamming—me on my bass and Abu singing of the struggles and triumphs of his 
migration. It was primarily during these jam sessions that Abu would freely recount the traumatizing 
trials of his cross-continental quest. He understood that only through music could he express the deep-
seated emotions that characterized his complex experiences. 
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“I come from a poor family in Nigeria, there was no opportunity there. So I left home with a friend for 
Agadez, then to Libya. The journey was not easy… My dream to be a great musician, you see, [musical] 
ideas are always coming to my head. They never stop.” -Godfrey Ikponmwosa  
 
 Godfrey left his home in Edou State, Nigeria when he was 20 years old, leaving behind his 
mother and three sisters, the fourth of whom had emigrated to Spain in 2009.Godfrey recounted teenage 
years stuck in the ghetto, hanging out with older boys who used and dealt drugs, and who respected and 
welcomed Godfrey being a talented young musician. Godfrey grew up playing keyboards and singing in 
the choir of an evangelical gospel church and dreamt from an early age of being a world-touring 
professional musician. Seeing no future in Nigeria to work—much less accomplish his musical dreams--
Godfrey left home in 2013 during his final year of high school.  
Godfrey strikes a pose for a portrait—he preferred to be photographed with sunglasses and hand gestures— 
on the terrace of my building before we performed at a public jam session. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2018.  
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 Godfrey departed his home in Edou State with a close friend from childhood who was connected 
with a reliable migrant smuggler. The smuggler arranged their public bus trips from Nigeria to Agadez, 
Niger, where he was packed into a Peugeot van with 30 other Nigerian migrants for the 1,000-kilometer 
desert crossing to Sahba, Libya. In the middle of the Sahara Desert, the van broke down and the driver 
had to hitch a ride back to Agadez to get the necessary parts. The 30 Nigerians were left with a day’s 
worth of food, wondering if the driver would ever come back. The driver left the migrants next to a water 
well, but this well had a dead black person floating in it. There was a lifeless, decaying body in the well, 
and regardless, people continued to drink the water. It was these migrants’ only choice for survival. 
Godfrey recalled that he prayed to God profusely during the day and night that he waited for the driver to 
come back. The next day, the driver returned and brought the 30 Nigerian migrants to the train station in 
Sahba, Libya.  
 Upon his arrival in Sahba, Godfrey did not have any money to move forward. His mother and 
sisters in Nigeria did not have any money to pay for the next step of his journey, neither did his sister in 
Spain. Having nowhere else to go, Godfrey hid and slept on the unused railroad tracks next to the train 
station. He would walk around the train station every day to beg for food, and luckily, there were other 
Nigerians in transit who shared food with him. After a week sleeping outside the train station, Godfrey 
found a job digging holes and laying concrete, for which he was only paid in bread and water for a day’s 
labor. “That was better than the life I was living as a beggar, so I had to do it,” Godfrey recalled. After two 
months of work and survival in Sahba, Godfrey’s sister in Spain sent his original smuggler5 in Nigeria the 
money to arrange Godfrey’s trip to Tripoli and place on a departing boat.   
                                                        
5 Godfrey’s original smuggler in Edou State, Nigeria was connected with migrant smugglers all along the path to the 
northern Libyan coast. If the original smugger received payment, he would take a cut and arrange any part of his 
journey. 
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 Godfrey waited in a ‘cage’ in Tripoli for two weeks before the conditions were in place to send 
him and 200 other migrants—men, (pregnant) women, and children for whom the smugglers were 
responsible--on a rubber dinghy boat floating toward Sicily. Godfrey remembered that the boat was 
extremely overcrowded; people were so uncomfortable that they would fight with each other about it; no 
one could even move their limbs; if some people fell off the boat—which they did—the boat did not turn 
around to save them. Without any specific destination or bearing, the boat kept gently motoring out into 
the open sea. After two days and two nights, a large European NGO boat approached and rescued the 
200 malnourished migrants and brought them to the port in Augusta, Sicily.  
Despite being 21 years old when he arrived in Sicily, Godfrey was immediately classified as 
bambino6 because he did not have a beard at the time, and was assigned a new birthday at the port that 
made him 17 years old on his Italian documents. With this age classification in the Italian immigration 
system, Godfrey was guaranteed a place in a camp for unaccompanied minors—which receive more 
funding and have better conditions than adult camps—for nine months until his 18th birthday. When he 
turned 18 (actually 22 at the time) on his Italian documents, Godfrey moved to Cartagirone, Sicily, 
where he began renting a cheap room in an apartment with other Nigerians and working with them as a 
day laborer on nearby farms and construction sites. Godfrey works between three and six days a week—
whenever his friends or local labor contractors offer him a job, which can last between a day and a month. 
At night, Godfrey and his friends cook Nigerian meals together in the apartment, hang out, and listen to 
and play music. Every Sunday, Godfrey travels to Syracuse for the church service, in which he plays piano 
and sings with other Nigerian worshippers.  
                                                        
6 Italian for “child.” Unaccompanied minors receive guaranteed protection and the right to stay in Italy until they 
are 18 years old. Sympathetic emergency workers at Italian ports are known to classify young-looking migrants as 
“bambino” and assigning them an official birthday that would make the young people significantly less than 18 
years old.  
 9 
I met Godfrey last June at True Harvest Mission Gospel Church in Syracuse, where he played 
keyboards and I played bass in the church’s house band for their two-year anniversary celebration. We 
established an immediate musical chemistry and played for hours together as the pastor, choir, and 30 
worshippers sang and danced to the music we created. After the service, we introduced ourselves—
happily realizing we could speak English with each other—and made plans to continue the collaboration. 
We both idealistically dreamed of touring the world one day together playing uplifting, intercultural, 
spiritual music like we just played in church. Godfrey returned to Syracuse two weeks later to stay with 
me, compose, rehearse, and record our first song and music video, entitled “Mama Africa.” In Chapter 4, 
I tell the story of recording “Mama Africa” in the studio after a Sunday morning church service.  
 
 
 
Godfrey (right) and me (center) at the recording studio after playing music at the Sunday morning church 
service in Syracuse. Citta Giardino, Sicily: July 2018. (Photo: VG Photo) 
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My Role in Syracuse  
 I have been intimately engaged with youth migrants in Syracuse for three years, an immersive 
journey through which I have self-actualized as a politically engaged artist and ethnographer and 
gradually cultivated my capacities to help tell the young men’s stories. In my first summer of immersion 
in Syracuse, I participated in the internship program in Migration & Social Justice of the Intercultural 
Abu Bakr and I perform our original reggae music backed by a local Sicilian band at Cortile Minniti in the 
historic center. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2017. (Photo: Sayou Fatti) 
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Studies Center7 whose director, 
Ramzi Harrabi8, offered me the 
opportunity to work as a 
photographer documenting the 
initiatives and young migrants’ 
lives supported by the 
organization. The photographs I 
have taken over three summers 
of collaboration with the ISC 
will appear throughout the text 
of this thesis, which I strongly believe will bring readers closer to the resilient young migrants and human 
beings whose stories I seek to tell through this thesis9. I deeply empathize with the young men who I have 
gotten to know over the last three years. I feel immensely grateful that they survived the passage through 
the desert, Libya, and the sea, and have an opportunity for a new life in Italy in which we have shared 
experience, knowledge, and friendship. I also feel dejectedly disheartened about the xenophobic Italian 
politicians pushing for mass deportation, the anti-immigrant discrimination and hatred among a small 
sector of Sicilians, and the general insecurities of their lives and futures in Italy and Europe. While this 
deep empathy can be emotionally taxing, it pushes me to make positive changes in the young men’s lives. 
                                                        
7 The ISC is a field school in Syracuse that provides educational and support services to newly arrived migrants, and 
whose internship program focuses on experiential learning in the fields of migration, social justice, performance 
and visual arts, and intercultural mediation. 
8 A Tunisian artist, activist, and intercultural mediator who has lived in Syracuse for 25 years, and is a prominent 
leader in the local migrant and political communities. I play bass guitar in his Arabic music ensemble that tours 
throughout Sicily in the summer. 
9 If there is no photo credit indicated, I took the photo. If one of the young migrants or someone else took the 
photo, I assign photo credit. Dates and locations of the photos will be shared in the captions.  
Ramzi is pictured here inside a fishing boat that transported dozens of 
migrants from Libya. He is looking for possessions (shoes, books, life 
jackets) left by migrants for an art installation in Syracuse. Gela, Sicily: 
April 2016.  
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 I returned to Syracuse in the summer of 2017 after my first year of Cultural Anthropology and 
Jazz Music studies at UNC, during which I learned about ethnographic and visual methodologies and 
theoretical frameworks that would enrich my research, widen effects on the local community, and make 
the final products more legible as an academic thesis. In my second summer of immersion, activist 
ethnography helped bridge together my research approaches as an anthropologist and activist, and 
photo-voice extended my documentary photography approach to involve the youth migrants in the 
making of art that expressed their experiences. These new methods also helped raise my awareness of 
power dynamics inherent in intercultural ethnographic research relations and collaborative art-making, 
which I actively tried to minimize but could not escape.  
The journeys the migrants and I take to Sicily are in stark contrast. I arrive on multi-destination 
international flights, paid for by university-sponsored grants for ethnographic research. The youth 
traverse the Sahara Desert to Libya along migrant smuggling routes, hoping their families’ life savings in 
cash will carry them across the Mediterranean to Europe. I am granted a visa upon arrival by virtue of my 
American passport and have accrued various donors’ money to live comfortably. If migrants are among 
the lucky minority to be rescued by the Italian Coast Guard and taken to Sicily, they are not guaranteed 
legal permission to stay, do not have money, nor can foresee a comfortable life. As a white American jazz 
musician, artist, and student, I receive a warm Sicilian welcome and am afforded total visibility. As 
undocumented asylum-seekers excluded from work, housing, and public services, the youth are forced to 
be invisible. Realities like these shape embodied power dynamics, lived experiences, and modes of 
creative expression, and while I sought to be cognizant of these realities, they inevitably played out in the 
collaborative art-making methodology I was beginning in my second summer of research. I will address 
complicated issues surrounding the ethics of cross-disciplinary fieldwork in Chapter 2 (Methods). 
 13 
Amidst these reflections of my symbolically imperial presence, I was also discovering the 
potential of music to convey the stories of the young migrants and foster mutual understanding with the 
local community. My second summer in Syracuse concluded with two exhibitions of collaboratively taken 
photos in the halls of Umberto Primo10 and in a church in Syracuse, and a final performance of newly 
composed music given by the young migrants, a Sicilian band, and me on bass. Everyone was most 
excited by the original music we composed and performed, and the young men and Sicilian artists 
expressed interest in recording music that would more widely disseminate—in comparison to just holding 
performances—the fresh fusion of sounds, stories, and cultures we were making through this music. 
 This past summer, I returned as an improved musician and audio engineer for my third and final 
undergraduate 
research trip to 
Sicily, a three-
month period 
during which I 
arranged a full 
album 
recording, 
organized live 
performances 
of the music, 
                                                        
10 Centro di Accoglienza (Welcome Center) “Umberto Primo” is a youth migrant camp in the suburbs of Syracuse 
which houses 50 unaccompanied minors from around Africa. Some of these minors receive refugee protections 
(who come from Somalia and Eritrea) and others are waiting as asylum seekers for temporary and renewable 
documents to stay in Italy.  
This recording studio session, in which we recorded “Mama Africa” with musicians from four different 
countries, will be the subject of an ethnography in Chapter 4. Citta Giardino, Sicily: July 2018. (Photo: 
VG Photo) 
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and concluded research for this thesis. On a daily basis over the summer, I traveled to the young 
migrants’ camps and held music workshops during which we would improvise, compose, and rehearse 
original music. These musical processes became the principal activities of my research and served to 
deepen our sense of community to the point where other research activities--participatory photography 
and unstructured conversations--would occur naturally. We performed this new music in venues in 
Syracuse to foster dialogue and integration in the local community, and recorded much of it to widely 
disseminate the young people’s powerful stories and intrinsic artistry. As an anthropologist, I conducted 
ethnographic research within these inter-affective, inter-subjective, creative, and expressive spaces of 
collaborative music-making. In Chapter 4, I share two ethnographies of full days of intercultural music-
making which 
illustrate these 
research activities 
in action.  
Over the 
course of three 
years of immersive 
research, I have 
discovered and 
experimented with 
a variety of 
methods—at varying 
points for varying 
“Music is a mission and we must make it with a good meditation” -Tsunami Joe. Ibrahim, an 18-year-old artist 
from the Gambia with whom I have been close friends since June 2017, plays a djembe and sings on the rooftop 
of his camp, Umberto Primo—a few months after his arrival to Italy. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2017. 
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periods—that enrich my own intellectual understanding and facilitate more effective dialogue11 between 
young migrants and the local community. Similarly, my interest in young migrants’ experiences on their 
journeys to and in Southern Italy has become more focused over time, as I have gained the intellectual 
tools for conceptualizing research and its relationship to art and life. As such, I did not approach my work 
at the outset, over three years ago, with a clear set of research questions and methodologies. Rather, I 
have come to these organically, over time, and I continue to encounter methodological and theoretical 
frames that I want to continue to explore into the future.  
With my own iterative, multi-faceted, fragmented journey in mind, this thesis functions more as a 
current presentation of and reflection on this project than a cohesive final product. I will address the 
resulting gaps and limitations in the thesis conclusion. That being said, in this thesis, I seek to take 
advantage of my multiple roles and positions—as a critical scholar, ethnographer, historian, activist, 
intercultural mediator, musician, and photographer—to vividly communicate stories of youth migrant 
artists in Sicily and effectively present relevant contexts to foster broader understanding of their 
experiences. As I present these powerful stories of youth migrant artists coming of age in Sicily, the three 
body chapters of this thesis are structured to address these principal research questions:  
1. How can anthropological, visual, and musical methods be cooperatively engaged in 
ethnographic research? What are the impacts of such combinations in fieldwork and 
dissemination? 
2. How is the precarity endured by unaccompanied youth migrants shaped by past and current 
politics? What are the young migrants’ most precarious experiences and how can artistic 
mediums address these? 
3. How does music play into the lives of youth migrants in Syracuse, Sicily? How do cross-
cultural musical collaborations affect migrants, their new communities, and the broader 
world? 
                                                        
11 Theorized by Paulo Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed as a relationship of sharing in the processes of learning, 
knowing, and communicating which is intimately intertwined with problematics of power, agency, and history 
(Freire 17: 2000).  
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Youth migrants from The Gambia, Senegal, Guinea Bissau, Nigeria, and Sierra Leone on a boat in 
the canals of Syracuse exchanging curious looks with passing Italians. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2018. 
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Socio-Historical, Political, Economic Context of African Youth Migration to Italy 
 African migration to Europe has increased since the late 1980s and has dramatically intensified in 
the last decade (Haas 2018). Fleeing as political refugees and refugees of the global economy, more than 
a half million African migrants have reached Italy’s southern shores in the past three years (Mowat 2016). 
However, many do not complete their journeys to Italy: in 2016, more than 5,000 people died on the 
300-mile 
Mediterranean 
crossing from the 
northern Libyan 
coast, and others 
were stranded in 
Libya by exploitive 
smugglers, corrupt 
police officers, 
xenophobic citizens, 
and forced detention 
in prison-like immigrant camps (Mowat 2016). Despite the obstacles they face on their cross-continental 
journeys, a record 180,000 African migrants arrived in Italy in 2016, prompting an intense societal 
debate on immigration (BBC 2016). 
Unaccompanied minors constitute a growing share of the arriving migrants: in 2016, more than 
25,000 youth entered European and Italian government-funded reception centers, commencing the 
protracted process obtaining documentation from a backlogged immigration system (Zandonini 2017). 
The southern Italian coast (top left), the Strait of Sicily, and the island of Sicily (bottom 
right) photographed from the airplane to Rome. Coast Guard ships holding hundreds 
of migrants commonly disembark in ports along these coasts. August 2017.  
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Despite being one of the most economically troubled and politically corrupt of Italy’s 20 regions, Sicily 
contains 40% of reception centers for migrant youth (Open Migration 2017). In Sicily, over 5,000 of 
these minors have gone missing from their camps and fallen into underpaid and exploitative farm labor, 
migrant smuggling rings, drug dealing, prostitution, or homelessness (UNICEF 2016). The majority of 
the migrant youth who remain months or years in camps commonly have their allotted government funds 
embezzled by ubiquitous Cosa Nostra (members of the Sicilian mafia), who either possess government-
issued licenses to open and maintain reception centers or demand regular payments of the pizzo (mafia 
tax) from non-mafia-affiliated migrant camp directors (Ford 2017). 
Centro di accoglienza (welcome/hospitality center) “Umberto Primo,” currently a youth migrant camp. When I took 
this photo in April 2016, Umberto Primo was an adult camp which was eventually forced to close due to Mafia 
infiltration. When I returned in May 2017, Umberto Primo, an ex-hospital, had been re-opened as a center for 
unaccompanied minors. I met Abu Bakr and Ibrahim here. Syracuse, Sicily: April 2016.  
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 Africans from sub-Saharan countries, most notably Nigeria, Senegal, and The Gambia, make up 
the largest share of young migrants arriving to Italy (Kohnert 2007). Due to the sheer distance, 
widespread political corruption, and extensive financial obligations that lie between migrants departing 
from the North African coast, sub-Saharan Africans’ journeys northward are commonly fragmented and 
circular (Moopen 2011). In the last decade, Libya has emerged as the key point of departure for African 
migrants making the 300-mile crossing across the Mediterranean to Italy (Hamood 2008). Around 1.5 
million sub-Saharan African migrants are stranded in Libya, where many fall victim to the poor living 
conditions and abuse within immigrant detention camps, institutionalized racism that pervades the police 
force and Libyan citizenry, and immigration raids on private residences (Haas 2008). Despite political 
instability in Libya, sub-Saharan migrants continue to form what have come to be transit communities 
across the northern coast, fueling an exploitive migrant smuggling industry with Italy as the preferred 
destination (Hernández 2012). 
Approximate migration paths from sub-Saharan Africa to Italy. A common and highly dangerous 
phase of the journey is the Sahara Desert crossing from Agadez, Niger to Sabha, Libya.  
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Attempting to trace back and shut down the trans-Sahara migration route, the European Union 
has been heavily equipping Niger’s army—with weaponry, surveillance technologies, troop training, and 
resources for deportation camps--to capture and detain migrants (McCormick 2017).  EU-funded 
militarization in Niger endangers migrants in Agadez as they search and wait for their trans-Sahara 
connection, who in these protracted periods of waiting commonly fall victim to military capture and 
denial of UN-sanctioned asylum rights, or criminal operations of kidnapping, torture, and extortion. EU 
technological support in Niger also involves an increasingly clandestine desert crossing wherein 
migrants are commonly packed by the dozens into shipping containers with insufficient resources for the 
week-long trip (McCormick 2017). Far removed from the mass media spectacle of migrants dying by the 
hundreds on over-packed rubber dinghy boats floating in the Mediterranean, countless migrants have 
silently lost their lives in the desert, from dehydration, starvation, abandonment, or execution. There are 
tragically no measures in place—due to perpetual insecurity along the Niger-Libya border and sheer 
isolation of the Sahara Desert--to obtain information and spread awareness of these unfathomable 
migrant deaths. Economic privatization and restructuring in Niger (ranked 187/188 on the UN’s Human 
Development Index) by the IMF has done little to prevent would-be smugglers from entering the 
immensely profitable migrant smuggling business in Niger, the definitive final step for migrants between 
the sub-Sahara and Libya. Warring tribes and bandits along the barren Niger-Libya border also capitalize 
on the opportunity to abuse and extort migrants, commonly charging them exorbitant fees to cross into 
Libya (Vice News 2017). From their homes near Africa’s west coast, through Niger and Libya, and across 
the Mediterranean Sea to Italy, unaccompanied sub-Saharan African youth endure life-threatening 
precarity, much of it the direct result of European Union politics rife with strategic blindness to human 
rights violations. 
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Upon arrival in Italy, only half of African migrants are granted immigration status, either as 
refugees or temporary visa holders (Kohnert 2007). A significant portion of the migrants denied 
immigration status and those whose visas expire remain in Italy as undocumented workers, constituting 
an expanding, flexible, low-wage workforce (Riccio 2008). Migrants commonly work in informal and 
underground sectors of the economy and contribute to the industrial society of northern Italy and the 
agricultural society of the south (Merrill 2011). Despite working for reduced wages in sometimes 
dangerous conditions, African migrants are a critical part of the Italian economy’s low-wage labor force 
(Harney 2011). In addition to oppressive workplace experiences, African migrants are confronted with 
issues of racial discrimination due to their undocumented status (Toma 2015). Not only are African 
migrants scapegoated as a major cause of native Italians’ high unemployment rate in Italian political 
discourse, but they endure significant physical abuse: racially charged homicides and beatings of 
migrants have been reported to police, and forceful deportations by the Italian carabinieri (military 
Police boats circle a Coast Guard boat which held 150 migrants at the port of Catania. The Italian government 
was attempting to close all national ports to arriving migrants, but following a week of protests by Sicilians and 
many migrants aboard needing desperate medical attention, the migrants were allowed to disembark a week 
later. Catania, Sicily: August 2018.  
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police) are commonplace (Merrill 2011). Despite Italy’s economic dependence on low-wage migrant 
labor and historical interconnectedness with Africa, Italian politicians have responded to the migrant 
crisis with contradictory policies of closed borders, militarized immigration enforcement, forced 
deportation, funding of detention camps, surveillance technology, and an armed immigration force in 
Libya (Kohnert 2007, Hamood 2008). Italy’s free-market approach to economic policy directly 
contradicts their restrictionist approach to immigration policy. 
 The Italian government spent $3 billion on managing immigration in 2017 (Mowat, 2016). With 
176,000 asylum seekers living in migrant shelters and a history of legalization programs due to 
immigration case backlogs, the Italian legal system has been under prolonged pressure to accommodate 
newly arrived migrants (Mowat 2016). While an anti-immigrant rhetoric of militarized borders and 
Eurocentric nationalism has received traction in Italy’s 2018 parliamentary elections, various NGOs, 
religious organizations, and vast sectors of the Italian citizenry continue to welcome African migrants. 
The precedents of legalization programs and tireless rescue efforts by the Italian Coast Guard and 
associated emergency NGOs, coupled with migrants’ desires for freedom and safety, continue to attract 
Africans northward (Haas 2011).  
Unaccompanied sub-Saharan African youth, usually males who range in age from 13 to 18 and live 
in government-funded shelters until adulthood, find themselves coming of age amidst—and as the subject 
of—societal debate on African integration. In Syracuse, there are approximately 500 unaccompanied 
youth migrants residing in 33 government-funded camps. The migrant youth—refugees from East Africa 
and asylum-seekers from sub-Saharan West Africa—inhabit these camps in an enduring state of waiting. 
They await their immigration documentation from local lawyers, national political decisions affecting 
asylum-seekers and undocumented migrants, and their eighteenth birthday when they can begin to work 
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and move more freely in local society. Occasionally venturing into the historic center of Syracuse, the 
kids spend most days in their camps simply hanging out with each other and camp staff, checking their 
phones and social networks, and watching Italian-language television.  
 The camps the youth inhabit, operated privately by Sicilian businesspeople, are vacant schools, 
hospitals, and office suites, newly reconfigured with beds to accommodate 15-60 migrants. These 
businesspeople, whose camp licenses are approved and renewed annually by the Sicilian government, are 
funded $37.50/day per migrant to rent a space with sufficient beds and furniture, pay themselves and 
camp employees, and provide three meals a day, toiletries, and clothing to migrants. The more camps are 
opened, and the more migrants housed within, the greater the profits these businesspeople/camp-
owners earn. The European Union and Italian government patronizes Sicilian migrant camps in 
Abu Bakr (middle right), Lamin (center), Ebrima (middle left), and two of their friends play percussion, sing, 
and dance in the courtyard of their camp, Umberto Primo. Syracuse, Sicily: July 2017.  
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prodigious sums: Umberto Primo, a youth migrant camp which houses 50 unaccompanied minors in an 
ex-hospital (including Abu Bakr Fanneh between March 2017 and February 2018), receives around 
$650,000 in funding annually. Umberto Primo is only one among hundreds of migrant camps in Sicily—
only one among thousands in Italy. On one hand, this “migrant-industrial complex12” revitalizes 
forgotten Sicilian spaces, provides well-paying jobs to underemployed Sicilian workers, and ensures vast 
influxes of European capital into Sicily—some of which inevitably takes a dark turn into Mafia-controlled 
money laundering operations. On the other hand, hundreds of unaccompanied youth are coming to 
adulthood in Syracuse; hundreds of thousands of migrants are living, working, and waiting in Sicily; and 
many hope to make the island a sustainable home amidst its worrisome veering toward xenophobic 
politics. Many others hope to move northward to countries like Germany, France, Sweden when they 
acquire the finances, documents, and smuggling connections to do so. The resurgence of Italy’s far-
right, xenophobic Lega Nord (Northern 
League) led by Interior Minister Matteo 
Salvini—whose stated objective is mass 
deportation to Libya--in 2018 
parliamentary elections further 
exacerbates the enduring uncertainty of 
youth migrant lives. 
 
                                                        
12 A term used by the Intercultural Studies Center director, Ramzi Harrabi, to describe how migrants create 
profits—both legal and illegal—in Sicily. The usage of this term is also informed by Ruben Andersson’s book 
Illegality, inc. : Clandestine Migration and the Business of Bordering Europe, as his work speaks precisely to this 
vast industry built around the movements of undocumented migrants.  
Abdullah, now 19 years old, was moved out of 
Umberto Primo to an adult camp in Syracuse after 
he turned 18 in June 2017. After acquiring the 
money to move northward, he paid smugglers to 
clandestinely move him near Paris, France where 
he currently resides. Syracuse, Sicily: June 2017.  
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Methods: Activist Ethnographic Research, Participatory Photography, Intercultural Music 
The multi-faceted methods I have 
employed throughout my three years of 
research in Sicily intentionally diminish 
disciplinary divides, allowing for the free-flow 
of modes of observation, inquiry, and 
performance typically confined to specific 
fields. These methods mirror and inform my 
personal identity as a musician, composer, 
ethnographer, photographer, multi-linguist 
and global traveler. Following the well-trodden 
path of creative scholars before me, I have 
interwoven artistic, academic, and activist 
modes in the processes of ethnographic 
research, local dialogue, and global 
presentation, and I have found hybridized 
methods to be mutually enriching, more socio-politically relevant, and more widely accessible. The 
fusion of methods I have employed does not neglect the intellectual and critical labor of the academy, but 
rather redirects the acquired knowledge toward constructive activist engagement with pertinent socio-
political issues and infuses the knowledge—at varying levels of explicitness—into artistic mediums meant 
to incite dialogue. In this thesis, I group my methodological approaches into three categories: activist 
ethnographic research (Activist anthropology, observant participation, unstructured interviews, group 
Abu Bakr and I rehearse our song “In Libya” on the 
balcony of his room at Casa Freedom (Freedom 
Home) migrant camp. He was moved here from 
Umberto Primo after he turned 18. Priolo, Sicily: July 
2018. (Photo: Ibrahim Sanneh) 
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conversations), participatory photography (socially engaged documentary photography, photo-voice), 
and intercultural musical methods (composition, group improvisation, recording, dialogic 
performance). In Chapter 2, I will elaborate discussions on the specificities of each method within these 
methodological families, and advocate for this kind of experimental research program to make 
meaningful contributions outside of one’s academic department.  
I see great promise in this scholarly approach of bringing different methodologies into dialogue, 
directly engaging with politically relevant issues, and emphasizing a positive social impact as much as 
intellectually sound scholarship. In my ethnographic research, integrating photography and music-
making not only promoted reflection, dialogue, and a unifying process of creative collaboration among 
me and my interlocuters, but also led to artistically oriented products with the potential to reach outside 
of academia and spread socially important knowledge. This intersection of text, audio, and photographs 
adds a dimension of perceptual immediacy to this thesis that fosters deeper empathetic understanding of 
the youths’ experiences and powerfully engages multiple senses—visual, auditory, feeling—of the 
impressionable reader. This is a primary goal of this thesis: to interweave multiple modes of artistic 
expression into anthropological discourse to soften the rigid boundaries between academia, art, and 
activist engagement in the world, and in doing so to contest norms of producing scholarship for 
privileged, pretentious 
academic departments 
unmotivated to significantly 
direct their capacities toward 
solving real-world issues.  
 
Godfrey, Giacomo (guitar), Faith 
(voice), Raffaele (piano), Felix and I 
perform at Ristorante Moon in the 
historic center. Syracuse, Sicily: 
August 2018. (Photo: Sayou Fatti) 
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Theoretical Frame: Precarity 
Precarity is the principal theoretical framework I will employ in this thesis, focusing on the 
young migrants’ experiences in Libya. Precarity is the politically enabled condition of existential 
vulnerability suffered by individuals who are unevenly imperiled by processes of capitalist exploitation, 
structural racism, anti-immigration political regimes, and destabilizing social and economic networks 
(Schierup 2016, Butler 2009). Precarity is experienced as a state of enduring uncertainty about the 
continuity of access to the basic means of human survival, and impending endangerment of people in 
power capitalizing on the vulnerability of disadvantaged minorities (Lewis et. al. 2015). In contemporary 
anthropological discourse, precarity has been drawn on as an analytic to explore the gradually worsening 
labor conditions accompanying neoliberal economic reforms of the past quarter-century (McLaughlin & 
Hennebry 2010).  
 Precarity is also a productive analytic to approach global migration and refugee crises. 
Disadvantaged by the proliferation of hierarchical borders and xenophobic political rhetoric, 
exclusionary constructions of citizenship and illegality, diminished access to housing and health care, 
and intensification of racialized violence (extortion, kidnapping, hate crimes), migrants acutely 
experience precarity across many stages and in many aspects of life (Oliveri 2015). The precarization13 
of migrant life is especially pronounced in the workplace, where migrants are disproportionally subjected 
to temporary contracts and meager wages, competitive and volatile labor conditions, bewildering arrays 
of sub-contracting chains and agents, and pervasive fear of criminalizing immigration enforcement 
(Lewis 2015). Processes of neoliberal globalization have prompted the precarization of transnational 
migrants, who teem to provide an inexhaustible pool of low-cost labor, and who embody market 
                                                        
13 The process of lived experiences becoming more and more precarious.  
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imperatives of obedience, flexibility, and vulnerability (Mackenzie and Ford 2009, Willis et. al. 2010, 
29).  
 The unaccompanied youth migrants with whom I have conducted my research are a 
quintessential embodiment of the precariat. The youth are forced to flee social, political and/or 
economic instability in their home countries and embark alone on the multiple-thousand-mile journey 
across the Sahara Desert through an untrustworthy chain of smugglers. In Libya, the unaccompanied 
kids are commonly kidnapped by free-wheeling Libyan militias who imprison and abuse them while 
demanding ransom payments from their parents. If they are lucky enough to be released to Libyan 
migrant smugglers (who work in illicit conjunction with Libyan police, Coast Guard, and militias), the 
youth are pushed out onto the Mediterranean Sea in ill-equipped, overcrowded rubber dinghy boats—
which are barely capable of traveling the 15 kilometers to international waters—hoping to be rescued by 
Italian authorities. In Italy, the 
youth face precarious living and 
working conditions, racial 
discrimination, and rarely receive 
more than two-year permits to stay 
and work in Italy. Precarity— 
typified by enduring uncertainty 
surrounding heightened exposure 
to harm—overshadows every phase 
of African unaccompanied youth 
migrants’ journeys to and within 
Abu Bakr gives an “I’m OK” gesture to symbolize how he survived 
Libya and the Mediterranean Sea crossing. Though, there is still an 
air of uncertainty in his expression. Syracuse, Sicily: June 2018.  
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Italy. In Chapter 3, I deploy precarity to discuss the young men’s experiences in Libya amidst the EU-
supported militarized migrant deterrence efforts, where they endure prison camps, extortion, and 
racialized violence. I use Abu Bakr’s original verse on the song “In Libya” to structure my discussion on 
these conditions. I chose to focus this chapter on Libya because 90% of youth migrants in Sicily passed 
through there, and the vast majority of the youth with whom I was aligned agreed that Libya was the most 
dangerous phase of the journey (Reidy 2017).  
 
Final Directions 
 Moving forward, I turn my 
analytical focus to the potential of 
music to make meaning in young 
migrants’ complex lived realities 
and to advocate for positive social 
change. In Chapter 4, I share 
ethnographies of two full days of 
music-making in Syracuse that 
illustrate how music can encourage 
constructive self-expression and—
depending on the particular musical 
space and process—can serve a variety 
essential functions: from affirming identity to cultivating positive personal qualities; from building 
intercultural community to fostering mutual understanding; from preserving life narratives and culture to 
Austin, an 18-year-old musician and multi-instrumentalist from 
Nigeria, seated at the drums on a Sunday in church. Syracuse, 
Sicily: June 2018.  
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voicing socio-political dissatisfaction; from reconfiguring segregated spaces to laying the groundwork 
for multicultural inclusivity. The first ethnography recounts a morning church service imbued with 
spiritual music, followed by an afternoon studio session—with musicians from four different countries--in 
which we recorded “Mama Africa.” In the second ethnography, I tell the story of a music-oriented day of 
activist research during which I observantly participated in a group improvisation, a rehearsal, an 
impromptu plaza jam session, and a public dialogic performance. In the reflections following these 
ethnographies, I revisit certain musical moments with a perspective of hopeful optimism that points 
toward a more inclusive future, and others with a perspective of self-reflexivity that acknowledges 
persisting elements of a first-world hegemony in cross-cultural musical encounters.  
Mustapha, an 18-year-old djembe player from the Gambia, plays the congas on the balcony of my room. 
Syracuse, Sicily: August 2018.  
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 In the conclusion, I stress the current urgency of the youth migration issue in Italy following 
recent parliamentary elections that brought divisive, anti-immigrant politics into the majority. The vast 
majority of the youth with whom I made music will find it increasingly difficult to acquire immigration 
documents and will experience deportation as an ever-impending possibility. In response, I advocate for 
scholars, artists, and activists to engage in cross-disciplinary approaches to address this issue and others 
with similar social urgency. In the current Italian political climate, an act toward dialogue, mutual 
understanding, and integration is tragically an act of defiance. For the unaccompanied youth migrants, 
Sicilian musicians and me, it is a timely historical moment to make politically aware, socially engaged, 
and culturally unifying music, art, and scholarship to foster empathetic awareness of their complex 
experiences, multicultural inclusivity in the local community, and resistance against unjust politics, 
uninformed ignorance, and divisive discrimination.  
 
Success, a 16-year-old Nigerian boy, raps at the End of Ramadan celebration at Umberto Primo. The 
intercultural band is made up of Corrado (Saxophone, Sicily), Ramzi (Percussion, Tunisia), Kamel (Guitar, 
Tunisia), and me (Bass, USA). Syracuse, Sicily: June 2018. (Photo: Sayou Fatti) 
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Methods: Activist Ethnographic Research, Participatory 
Photography, Intercultural Musical Methods 
 
Introduction: 
The methods of my research are located in a liminal state between the intellectual and critical 
rigor of the academy, the political necessity of activist engagement with pertinent issues, and the 
personal and social benefits of creative expression. The conception and implementation of this fusion of 
methods is informed by my diverse life experiences throughout three years of activist research with youth 
migrants in Sicily, which began even before I was san Anthropology and Jazz Music student in Chapel 
Hill. This is to say that my processes of self-discovery and discovery of methodologies occurred slowly, 
simultaneously, and in dialogue. In the following sections of this methods chapter, I will articulate how I 
Youth artists from The Gambia, Senegal, and Somalia and me on the terrace of Umberto Primo after a group 
improvisation and rehearsal. Syracuse, Sicily: July 2017. (Photo: Fares Alhakim) 
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have cooperatively engaged different methodological approaches—both ethnographically and 
theoretically--in the fieldwork and dissemination phases of my research. In the conclusion of this 
chapter, I will address the value, novelty, and impacts of bring together different methodological 
approaches under one frame.  
I have broken down my experiential, developing, and multi-faceted approach to research into 
three broad and distinct methodological families: activist ethnographic research, participatory 
photography, and intercultural musical methods. Activist ethnographic research encompasses methods 
of activist anthropology, observant participation, unstructured interviews, and informal focus 
groups. Participatory photography consists of socially engaged documentary photography and 
photo-voice. Intercultural musical methods are comprised of the various processes and 
spatiotemporalities of cross-cultural music-making: composition, group improvisation, recording 
(tracks and music videos), and dialogic performance.  
 
The promotional banner for the final concert at the Syracuse Port. Designed by Carlo Coniglio at iWhiteplus Studio.  
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Activist Ethnographic Research: 
Activist Anthropology, Observant Participation, Unstructured Interviews, Informal Focus Groups 
While my academic research is guided cross-disciplinary approaches, it is grounded in the 
emerging field of Activist Anthropology, articulated by Dr. Charles Hale and other contributors in 
Engaging Contradictions: Theory, Politics, and Methods of Activist Scholarship (Calhoun XV: 2008). 
Activist anthropological methods are rooted in creatively combining critically rigorous scholarship and 
socially necessary activism with the 
goal of forging and disseminating 
knowledge in political alliance with 
a community of research 
participants14 (Hale 2008). Activist 
anthropology seeks to recognize, 
address, and reconceive vertical 
power dynamics that historically 
and currently typify ethnographer-
subject relationships, and strives to 
create collaborative research 
relationships steeped in dialogue 
between interlocuters which 
emphasize working toward 
shared socio-political goals 
                                                        
14 I use research participants and interlocuters interchangeably with research subjects but prefer the former 
options as they emphasize the collaborative nature of knowledge production and dissemination. 
Egyptian, Tunisian, Moroccan, and Senegalese musicians play celebratory 
music at a march in Palermo for greater workplace rights for migrants in 
Sicily. Palermo, Sicily: April 2016.  
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(Gilmore & Speed 2008). This approach entails engaging with politically relevant issues and explicitly 
establishing political, personal, and methodological subjectivities; as various positionalities are made 
transparent, activist researchers can enhance precision and accuracy of conclusions, more effectively 
collaborate with participants, and reclaim notions of strong objectivity (Stuesse 2016: 236). While 
activist anthropology is clear and constructive in theory, it is often messier in practice. In the 
ethnographies of Chapter 4, I will discuss some of the messy aspects of conducting activist research.  
My identification with and implementation of activist scholarship is not mutually exclusive with 
upholding traditional anthropological methods. On the contrary, activist research integrates participant 
observation, which entails self-immersion into the daily lives of the studied community (Delamont 1975: 
14); through attentive, empathetic, and involved observation—and also passively bearing witness—this 
versatile method can reveal important embedded truths of the research community. Following the lead of 
activist anthropologist and migration scholar Dr. Angela Stuesse, I implement participant observation in 
its inverted form as observant participation, which emphasizes the ethnographer’s role as participating 
in the processes under study (Stuesse 2016). In my case, I was improvising, recording, and performing 
socio-politically engaged music in collaboration with the young men; I was sharing meals, attending 
protests, and adventuring around southeastern Sicily in their company; and I was seeing, calling, and 
conversing with them on a daily basis—all while keeping my ethnographic eyes and ears attuned to their 
experiences, feelings, and hopes. 
 In addition to observant participation, I commonly organized informal focus groups (Schensul 
& LeCompte 2013: 195), either before and after music-making sessions or while the young men and I 
were hanging out together—which happened frequently as we were all peers and close friends within a 
few years of age of each other. I would sometimes pose research-related questions to start--about their 
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musical lives in Africa and Sicily, the facets of their cross-continental journeys, or if they feel welcome in 
Italy—but usually I would let the conversations be guided by the young men, listening much more often 
than I spoke. Informal focus groups are highly interactive and involve multiple members in the 
conversation; the benefits of informal focus groups in terms of data are both the insights shared and 
reactions expressed (Schensul & LeCompte 2013; Morgan 1988: 12) During these conversations, the 
boys would engage in self-reflection, exercise critical thinking capacities as they posed and answered 
questions, and share meaningful experiences, feelings, and insights about their lives as migrants. 
Common themes of these conversations were the monotonous boredom of camp life, the lack of 
sustainable (employment) opportunities in Sicily, the racism of Italians, and their hopes to return home 
to Africa to see their parents or continue into northern Europe (usually Sweden, Germany, France or 
England). The principal sites at which I organized and/or participated in group conversations were two 
Informal focus group at Casa Freedom with migrant youth from The Gambia, Senegal, and Nigeria. Syracuse, 
Sicily: June 2017.  
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youth migrant camps, coincidentally both called Casa Freedom, at the main public park (Giardini Bellini) 
in the center of urban Syracuse, in my house in Ortigia, and during our frequent swimming trips to the 
sea. Over my three summers of research, I carried out approximately 50 of these informal focus groups 
and took hand-written notes in my field notebook.  
At my aforementioned centers of research, I also conducted unstructured interviews during 
which I individually conversed with and posed questions to the young men, camp staff and volunteers, 
and local Sicilians. I asked the youth migrants about a diverse range of experiences and feelings: their 
home lives and reasons they left; their relationship with music at home, on the migration path, and now in 
Sicily; their encounters with police, military, and criminals throughout the journey; instances of racial 
discrimination or radical acceptance since they left home; and their hopes and dreams for the near and 
distant futures. I carried out approximately 30 unstructured interviews and either took hand-written 
notes or recorded them with my phone. These unstructured interviews, however, unfolded like 
conversations between friends: I was able to express my deep-seated curiosity about the youth migrants’ 
lives, and they were grateful that somebody was so genuinely interested in them, actively bearing witness 
to their trials and 
triumphs, and 
could help to 
bring their 
stories to wider 
audiences to 
raise awareness.  
Youth from Nigeria and Senegal pass the day in the common room of Casa Freedom watching Italian language 
television, playing video games, and on this particular day, giving each other haircuts. Syracuse, Sicily: June 2017. 
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These interviews generated critical findings for this research, especially those presented in 
Chapter 3 on precarity in Libya. The specificities of Abu Bakr’s traumatic, bewildering experiences 
between prisons, safehouses, and boats were gathered over two summers of one-on-one interviews. 
Furthermore, much of the personal information about the young men in captions of portraits throughout 
this thesis also emerged 
from interviews. For 
example, the story and 
photo below of Felix, 
the young Nigerian 
drummer, came about 
from one of our many 
interviews.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Last July, I conducted an 
unstructured interview at my 
home with Felix, the Nigerian 
drummer, and asked him about 
the scar on his right arm. He 
responded, “When I was in a van 
in Libya, one of the Libyan men 
asked who is a Christian? I raised 
my hand, and the Libyan man 
pushed me out the door… The 
van was moving fast, and it was a 
bad road with many bottles. I 
was bleeding so much… The 
driver was a good man and took 
me to a hospital and I stayed 
there for one month.” 
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A day of music-making and ethnographic research at Umberto Primo. Syracuse, Sicily: June 2017. Photo: Fares Alhakim.  
Success, a 16-year old Nigerian boy, and his local best friend, Marco, pose for a photograph at a protest in the 
historic center to allow NGO rescue boats—transporting hundreds of migrants—to disembark at Sicilian 
ports. Syracuse, Sicily. June 2018.  
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Participatory Photography: Socially Engaged Documentary Photography, Photo-Voice 
 I have extensively interweaved revelatory photographs--taken collaboratively by me and the youth 
migrants--within the text of this thesis. A key goal of this project is to raise empathetic awareness of 
vulnerable young people caught amidst global migration crises. Words alone fall short in capturing their 
complex emotions, mature gazes, and prodigious achievements and afflictions. For their stories to be 
told in a way that communicates the depth of their life experiences, these young people must have their 
faces seen, their voices heard—and only then might our readers and listeners begin to identify with them 
as human beings. I have integrated visual methods to make engagement with this thesis a deeply 
sensuous experience, because if empathy is to be created in hearts of readers, these young people 
demand the undivided attention of readers’ eyes, ears, and mind.  
 Fares Alhakim, one of the young photographers whose images appear 
throughout this thesis. Fares turned 15 while he was on the three-day 
boat crossing to Sicily from Egypt. Here he poses for a portrait high up 
on Mount Etna. We also edited photos together: there was a Christian 
cross in the bottom right that we blacked out in Adobe Photoshop so 
that we could send it to his Muslim father in Egypt. Mount Etna, Sicily: 
July 2017.  
Sayou Fatti, a 17-year-old Gambian boy, who like 
Fares, was more interested in photography than 
music. His photos also appear throughout the thesis. 
Here he poses for a picture on the terrace of his 
camp, Umberto Primo. Syracuse, Sicily. August 2017.  
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I have extensively employed photography as a creative method of research, documentation, and 
exhibition throughout my three summers of living, creating, and sharing with youth migrants in Sicily. I 
classify my methodological approach as participatory photography, which acknowledges the meaningful 
participation of both the people in front of and behind the lens of the camera in creating a compelling 
visual story. When I am behind the camera making images, I entitle the process socially engaged 
documentary photography--a process to which I bring my ethnographic sensitivity attuned to the 
minute details and layers of meaning of a visual scene. Utilizing socially engaged documentary 
photography augmented by my ethnographic sensibilities, I made portraits of the young men through 
which I sought to communicate more than just their physical appearances, but also their suffering and 
their victories, their current lived 
realities and their aspirations for the 
future. I photographed the youth in 
their day-to-day environments and 
interactions, attempting to imbue 
the images with nuanced socio-
political, humanistic, and spiritual 
relevance. I always asked for 
permission before shooting and 
routinely encouraged the young 
migrants to present themselves like 
they want the world to see them.  Success and Marco dye each other’s hair at Casa Freedom, Success’ 
camp. While I did not dye my hair red that day, I deeply participated in 
their friendship, adventured around Syracuse and recorded music with 
them, and made photos that expressed their youthful coming together 
across cultural divides. Syracuse, Sicily: July 2018.  
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Within the methodological approach of participatory photography, I also intently invited the 
young men to take photos and constantly passed around my camera between research participants. This 
widely used method is called photo-voice, which involves placing cameras in the hands of individuals 
amidst global crises and engaging them in the documentary photography progress (Wang 1997). The 
goal of photo-voice is to collaboratively chronicle these individuals’ lived experiences through images, 
fostering in the young men critical observations of their lives, and lending them the tools to communicate 
their concerns to wider audiences--effectively amplifying their powerful voices and visions (Castleden 
2008). The collaboratively taken revelatory photographs necessarily supplement words to more 
holistically express the experiences of the youth migrants, their resilience in the face of struggle, and the 
collectivity of our artistic approach.  
 
Fares, Abu Bakr, and Ebrima hang out with locals after a performance. Fanusa, Sicily: August 2017.  
Photo: Sayou Fatti.  
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Jason de Leon, anthropologist, photographer, and author of the critically acclaimed visual 
ethnography The Land of Open Graves: Living and Dying on the Migrant Trail, is under the firm belief 
that ethnographic work that fuses text and photographs is “more than the sum of its parts analytically, 
politically, and aesthetically” (De Leon 2013: 19). He writes of the perseverant Mexican migrants 
clandestinely crossing the desert border, “They wanted to be heard and seen… Perhaps by humanizing 
that nebulous mass of humanity that we call the undocumented, we can begin to have a serious 
conversation about how to fix… broken immigration systems” (De Leon 2013: 18). The goals of my visual 
methodology of participatory photography are to humanize, to raise awareness and foster critical inquiry, 
and to push at the boundaries of academic disciplines which too often are contented with status quo 
scholarly presentation.  
 
Salieu, an 18-year-old boy from The Gambia who has steady work as a bi-lingual hotel receptionist, looks into 
the lens of the camera. Syracuse, Sicily: June 2017. Photo: Fares Alhakim.  
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Mohammed, a 16-year-old Somalian boy, looks down and smiles from his second-floor balcony at Umberto 
Primo. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2017.  
Ebrima, a 17-year-old Gambian migrant, paces around the courtyard of Umberto Primo. Syracuse, 
Sicily: June 2017.  
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Buba juggles a soccer ball at the cement field outside Umberto 
Primo. Pick-up soccer is a favorite daily activity of many youth 
migrants in Syracuse. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2017.  
The pick-up soccer game at Umberto Primo seen from the camp 
rooftop. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2017.  
Felix rests during a practice session with his minor league soccer team. They gave him an iPhone as a salary for his 
participation last Spring season. This Fall season, he hopes to get paid in cash to help cover his rent, scooter 
insurance, and remittances to Nigeria. Syracuse, Sicily. August 2018.  
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Intercultural Musical Methods:  
Group Improvisation, Composition, Recording, Dialogic Performance 
 Each day I visited the youth migrant camps with my musical equipment, I led group 
improvisation sessions in which I would play my bass guitar along with one of my (bass-less) 
instrumental beats and the young men would sing, rap, narrate, and improvise on the melodica. These 
group improvisations were useful as means of generating research data, building community, and 
cultivating personal qualities of critical reflection and creative expression. Extending performance 
ethnographer Renée Alexander’s Craft’s explanations of the co-performative awareness from which my 
ethnographic insight emerges, these collective improvisations implicated “the entire thinking, feeling, 
experiencing, reflexive, co-present researcher on tenuous thresholds of understanding with other equally 
co-present agents and subjects” (Alexander Craft 13: 2016). During these improvisations, I sought to 
find a balance between facilitating their autonomous creative expression and encouraging them to 
recount the stories from their cross-continental migrations, their complex feelings about coming of age 
in Sicily, and their 
dreams for the near 
and far futures.  
I welcomed 
and supported all 
creative expression 
of the young men 
but reacted with 
most praise—
Young artists from The Gambia and Guinea participate in a group improvisation at 
their camp, Casa Freedom. Priolo, Sicily: July 2018.  
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consciously and unconsciously at different degrees-- when the youth shared their powerful life 
experiences that would most effectively raise awareness of their struggles and foster mutual 
understanding with listeners. In this sense, through my implementation of group improvisation, I am 
partially complicit in diminishing the young artists’ creative agency: as I responded to certain themes 
(Libya, the sea crossings, feelings about life in Sicily, etc.) with uneven praise, the young men may have 
started to express themselves in a way that pleased me--and generated compelling research data—but that 
may not have been the truest expression of their hearts and souls. It is a crime against creativity to inhibit 
expression from these deep levels that upon reflection, I may have very well committed. That being said, I 
think having taken implicit steps in guiding thematic contact was necessary—especially seeing as the boys 
often rapped about smoking marijuana and having/seeking extreme material wealth--to make meaningful 
music in group improvisations that would lead to more affective recordings, performances, and research 
products.  
 Original composition of verses and refrains was a key method within the broader intercultural 
musical methodology. At the beginning of the summer, I gave the youth migrants notebooks and pens, 
and encouraged them to write in verse form about anything they sought to express. These verses would 
provide significant lenses into the lives of the young men and serve dually as data and products of 
research15. Some of the boys wrote verses about crossing the Sahara Desert and Libya; some wrote about 
messages of unity and the harm of racial divisions; and others wrote following popular global rap models 
of materialism, misogyny, and substance consumption. I praised all the youth regardless as they shared 
their original material with me, but once again implicitly privileged those who wrote compelling accounts 
of their bewildering migration stories and complex youthful emotions. This method of verse composition 
                                                        
15 For example, in chapter 3, I structure my discussion on youth migrant precarity in Libya around Abu Bakr 
Fanneh’s verse about his and other migrants’ experiences in Libya. 
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unfolded differently for each migrant: some of the boys wrote completely independently; some preferred 
to have me hand write for them—it was common for the boys to lack handwriting skills--while they orally 
recited their verse ideas; others asked me to help with word choice, rhyming, symbolism and phrase 
structure. The commonalities throughout this method were unending support, praise, and 
encouragement for the boys and their verses; listening and responding to the boys’ voiced and unvoiced 
compositional needs; and turning verse composition from research method into research products. 
  Like the formerly discussed verse composition process, the method of recording occurred in a 
variety of different spaces--from tight four-by-six-meter studios to spacious studios with full-band 
rehearsal rooms with a plethora of sound equipment and instruments and luxurious control rooms and 
lounges—and countries—in Syracuse, Sicily and Tunis, Tunisia. Recording was also executed by vastly 
different processes—
from 10 musicians 
playing simultaneously 
in the same room16 to 
recording individual 
instruments and voices 
on different days in 
different studios. 
Recording was an intimately collaborative and democratic process by which the musicians could freely 
express themselves while taking into account how their sound contributed to the whole of the music. 
                                                        
16 Photo: Felix, Godfrey, and Austin in the recording studio. Not pictured: Thankgod, Faith, Macy (Nigerian choir 
members), Corrado (Italian saxophonist), Raffaele (Italian pianist), Marcos (Brazilian conga player), and me. Citta 
Giardino, Sicily: July 2018. (Photo: Pulp Project Recording Studio by VG Photo).  
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While individual musicians’ linguistic, cultural, and artistic differences persisted in the recording 
process, these differences melded into a sense of collective agreement where the end product was unique 
and original because of the intercultural collaboration. Ethnomusicologist Benjamin Brinner reminds us 
that global music can promote a readiness to compromise and cause us to enter into relations across deep 
divisions (Brinner 2009). The recording space was one of intercultural acceptance that facilitated fresh 
sounds—that no one group of similar origins could have accomplished on their own--through 
combinations of musical, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds in the recording process. Through this 
process, we created a meaningful alternative research products—containing the ‘research data’ of 
migrants’ experiences and sentiments—that could attain wider appeal, could prefigure an inclusive music 
culture, and could symbolize both peaceful coexistence between cultures and resistance against the 
xenophobic, racist, and hateful Italian political regimen by forcefully coming together. The recordings—
principally the young artists’ recorded verses--were both collaboratively created research products and 
compelling research data: I use two recorded verses (one pre-composed and one improvised) to structure 
the discussion in Chapter 3, a process through which I answer my research question about the life 
conditions for migrants stranded in Libya.  
 The final method within the intercultural musical approach is dialogic performance. I 
organized two principal dialogic performances of our music—both rehearsed and improvised--in 
prominent public venues in Syracuse which featured the talented youth artists backed by a band well-
known local musicians and me on bass. Dialogic performance involves bringing together people with 
different voices, world views, value system, and beliefs into an artistic, intersubjective, discursive 
performance space (Conquergood 2013). In addition to its function as a public conversation steeped in 
creativity and listening, the spaces convened by and through dialogic performance emerge as politicized 
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moments of congregation amid the vulnerability of transnational living (Chavez 2016). The space of 
dialogic performance is at the center of a complex intersection of politics, aesthetics, sensate 
experiences, past histories, and anticipated events, and while performers move internally through space 
and time to musically express their lived, felt, and heard realities, their externally embody a forceful 
coming together within the divisive political context (Conquergood 2013). Dialogic performance can 
allow for marginalized artists to voice their presence in a world that otherwise silences it, and the dialogic 
performance itself can mediate relative social distance between audience and artist and can subvert 
hegemonic logics of illegality, exclusion, and racial difference (Chavez 2016). Dialogic performance is 
simultaneously an imaginative work, an object of study, a site of activist subversion, and an intentional 
space of intercultural community interaction and formation (Conquergood 2003: 152). Seeking to 
A dialogic performance with Abu Bakr, Lamin, and a local Sicilian band in the historic center. Syracuse, 
Sicily: August 2017. (Photo: Fares Alhakim)  
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receive community input and be as public as possible, dialogical performance practitioners must be 
reflexively engaged both in the time of performance and subsequent reflections (Alexander Craft 2016). 
Studies in dialogic performance intentionally collapse disciplinary divides and reach outside the 
academy, coordinate community outreach and intercultural dialogue, and experiment with creative, 
contingent, and collaborative dimensions of communication for activist initiatives (Conquergood 2003).  
 Each of the four aforementioned intercultural musical processes take place in different spaces, 
unfold by different logics, and yield different results. While the combination of group improvisation, 
composition, recording, and dialogic performance was both compatible and unharmonious, there were 
striking commonalities within these diverse processes of music-making. Musical sounds can work to 
(re)claim space both physically and culturally that can subvert segregationist politics and can voice 
concerns about these politics and the emotions they call to creation. Music-making commonly generated 
states of interaffective attachment between musicians and places, and brought about reflections on near 
and distant memories that were beneficial personally, socially, and politically. The young men could 
powerfully affirm identity—by taking on an artist name—and community through making music. 
Ethnomusicologist Mark Katz extends the social benefits of these music-making processes to represent a 
“salutary model of diplomacy” that “reveals the rewards of attentive listening and multimodal 
communication… recognizing and embracing difference, seeking to compromise and transform conflict, 
setting aside ego and sharing the stage, and playing well together” (Katz 2018). For these youth migrants 
undergoing endless uncertainties, intercultural musical methods--composing, improvising, 
recording, and performing—can help form identity and give life direction, promote emotional reflection 
and expression, and develop capacities of listening and communication. As a young scholar, artist, and 
 52 
human being, I deeply believe in the immense value of organizing and bringing together artists from 
different cultures and forging intercultural dialogue through a variety of mediums.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Left: Success and I perform at the End of Ramadan 
Celebration at Umberto Primo. Syracuse, Sicily: June 
2018. (Photo: Moussa Bah) 
Above: Godfrey getting ready to record a lead vocal 
track at Handmade Sound Recording Studio. 
Syracuse, Sicily: August 2018.  
Abu Bakr, Sayou, Lamin, Ebrima, Ismael and other Gambian migrants sing and dance during a group 
improvisation session at Umberto Primo. Syracuse, Sicily: July 2017.  
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Faith, Felix, and Marcos hang out after recording “From Zero to Hero” at Handmade Sound Recording 
Studio. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2018.  
Giacomo Tabacco, a local jazz guitarist, and I talk over ideas for his guitar parts on “My Baby.” Citta 
Giardino, Sicily: July 2018. (Photo: VG Photo) 
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Conclusion: Interweaving Methodological Approaches 
  In this chapter, I have presented my various research methods and have grouped them into three 
methodological families: activist ethnographic research, participatory photography, and intercultural 
musical methods. Each of these families is comprised of multiple methods which are steeped in mutual 
participation in research design, process, and dissemination; creative collaboration in art-making and -
exhibiting; and critical observation, inquiry, and reflection. This methodological approach is shaped by 
my various personal roles over three years of research in Sicily as a language teacher, photographer, 
anthropologist, activist, and musician. As I continue developing intellectually, artistically, and as a 
human being over the coming years, I will continue to refine and strengthen my research methodology to 
improve both the benefits on the local community and the quality of the emerging knowledge. 
Success and I perform three of our songs, “One Humanity,” “In Libya,” and “Living my Life” on the street in the 
historic center. Syracuse, Sicily: July 2018. (Photo: Muhammed Ozil Jawla) 
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 Over the past three summers of research, I have found the process of bringing different 
methodologies into dialogue to be academically and socially enriching. First, this bridging of 
methodologies resulted in a greater extent of collaboration between my interlocuters and me—a 
cornerstone of activist research. We would participate together in various research activities: 
improvising, composing, recording, and performing music; capturing and reflecting on revelatory 
images; and conversing about socially relevant issues. Collaborative participation in the field also led to 
more collectivized research products. The young migrants’ voices and visions are weaved within the text 
of this thesis, and are even more readily apparent in public performances and on the recorded tracks of 
the CD. For some of the young men, participation in this research led to processes of self-affirmation. 
For example, Abu Bakr introduced himself with his artist name, “Lucky Boy,” on the recording, in our 
performances, and to local 
Sicilians and migrants to whom he 
proudly showed our song “In 
Libya.” This approach also allowed 
for wider appeal and participation 
throughout research: some youth 
preferred to only improvise music 
in private rather than perform in 
public; the youth who self-
identified as non-musicians could 
explore photography; others who 
were reluctant to join informal 
Muhammad (the photographer of the anterior image) and Abu Bakr 
pose for the camera during a rehearsal on their balcony. Priolo, 
Sicily: July 2018. (Photo: Lamin Sanneh) 
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focus groups at camps accompanied the boys and me on adventures to the park, the sea, and to migrant 
solidarity events. The intimacy of the bonds between research participants developed over the course of 
the (multiple) summer(s) helped us connect to Sicily, the place we temporarily called “home.” Engaging 
in cross-disciplinary approaches also more actively brought research participants and products into the 
community—in my case through public photo exhibitions and performances meant to foster intercultural 
dialogue and mutual understanding. Finally, this cross-disciplinary approach adds momentum to activist 
researchers’ calls to bridge divides between academic scholarship and creative, constructive engagement 
with people amidst social justice issues (Speed 2008).  
 
 
 
Ibrahim, Success, Abu Bakr, Bubacarr, and Cherno pose for photos and enjoy the views atop Mount Etna, 
where we recorded the music video for “One Humanity.” Etna, Sicily: August 2018.  
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The Passage through Libya:  
Precarity and Unaccompnaied Youth Migration to Sicily 
 
 
 
Success’ Verse on “In Libya”  
 
Before I get to Libya, one week in 
the desert.  
Migrant graveyard, no food or 
water.  
 
Many people are dying.  
Men, women, and children are 
crying.  
 
Every trip in the journey,  
We are beaten like animals,  
treated like animals.  
No food or water, every day, every 
prison.  
 
Beating, killing people every day 
and every night.  
Every day we pray to god that we 
want to be free, 
From the hands of these people. 
In Libya.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
Success: “I spent one month in a safe house in Agadez [Niger] waiting for the car to cross the desert. 
Police on the streets capture and deport you [black migrants] there… The man [smuggler] put 28 of us 
into one van… He left us in the desert for six days [because there were police] and finally came back with 
water… I saw so many dead bodies out there.” 
 
Success poses for a portrait on the terrace. Syracuse, Sicily: July 
2018.  
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Bubacarr’s Verse on “In 
Libya”: 
 
We all know that to be a man  
in Libya is not easy.  
Struggle so hard  
to get just what you want.  
 
Life seems so hard  
for every ghetto youth.  
So hard in Libya,  
every ghetto youth, 
Moving forward every day, 
 on the way to success. 
 
Live life, give thanks, no regrets. 
Every day we should be living,  
Giving thanks every time, yeah.  
Libya is so hard.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bubacarr: “In the prisons in Libya, when the people die, they [the guards] take their bodies in a truck 
and dump them in the desert. And no one ever knows.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bubacarr Camara poses for a portrait after soccer training near 
his camp, Casa Freedom. Priolo, Sicily: June 2018.  
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“In Libya,” First Verse 
Abu Bakr Fanneh 
From prison to prison, it is never stop 
Many times on the boat, people getting 
shot. 
It’s not easy being black on the street, 
They kidnap you, chain hands and feet. 
 
Each and every one, they have a gun 
Paid for by the European Union. 
Police is criminal, criminals are police 
So much corruption there can’t be peace. 
 
People listen up, to my story 
One year in this purgatory. 
Beaten every day, made into a slave 
My brothers and sisters forced to their 
grave. 
 
Like great prophets, I made a long 
journey 
From Gambia to Senegal to Mali. 
Mali to Burkina to Niger 
On this journey I’ve seen so many tears. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abu Bakr with a microphone in the central plaza. Priolo, Sicily: July 
2018.  
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Introduction: Directions of the Precarity Discussion 
In this chapter, I will employ precarity to structure the discussion on the lived insecurities 
endured by sub-Saharan African youth migrants in Libya, the main transit country through which 90% of 
them passed to reach Italy in 2016 (Reidy 2017). Abu Bakr and the other young men with whom I 
conducted research in Sicily all adamantly agreed that Libya was the most precarious phase of the 
journey, recounting anarchic conditions of kidnapping, imprisonment, torture, extortion and execution 
of migrants, and perpetual warfare on the streets—conditions that Abu Bakr’s verse vividly addresses. 
Libya was also by far the most common experience of struggle about which the boys wrote, sang, and 
rapped during group improvisation sessions.  
Before I open a discussion on Abu Bakr’s powerful verse, I find it necessary to trace the relevant 
(post)colonial histories in Libya to show how such unbelievably precarious conditions could ever come 
into existence. In Section 1 of this chapter, I will construct the necessary geopolitical historical context 
of Libya to expose how young migrants’ precarious experiences are historically produced by Italian 
colonialism, U.N. interventions, Gaddafi’s regime, and the broad civil unrest after 2011; and how their 
precarious experiences are politically enabled by external relations revolving around oil and weapons and 
European Union efforts to quietly export militaristic border control operations to Libya. In Section 2 of 
this chapter, I will conduct a phrase-by-phrase analysis of Abu Bakr’s verse as a framework to discuss his 
and other young migrants’ precarious life experiences in Libya. Through this chapter, I will demonstrate 
how (post)colonial histories unfold into modern precarity, and how activist music can be an effective and 
affective means to voice migrants’ lived experiences of precarity.  
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Section I: Historical Geopolitics of Migration and Deterrence in Libya 
1911-1969: Italian Colonialism and UN-Appointed Leadership 
With the support of the military, the Vatican, and the Bank of Rome, Italy invaded Libya in 1911, 
commencing a three-decade colonial project that would destabilize and divide a once-unified Libyan 
territory (Ryan 2012). To streamline their colonial takeover, Italy split Libya into four administrative 
provinces—regions once at peace with each other but to this day are crippled by divisiveness that 
precarizes migrant life (Lucht 2016). Italy appealed to Libya’s Muslim elites to exert their political 
control and proffered them ideals of progressive development in the realms of military, agriculture, 
communications, and oil exports. As colonially appointed leader Idris al-Sanusi’s political influence in 
the Libyan interior dwindled in the late 1930’s, Italian expansionist efforts grew desperately violent; 
public executions of dissidents or their imprisonment in detention camps became commonplace (Miele 
2016). These actions of brutal violence—a standard first set by Italian colonial soldiers--have been 
revived by Libyan militants during the past decade as they profitably exploit migrants in transit.  
Unable to sustain their repression of the Libyan countryside in World War II, Italy halted its 
military occupation of Libya in 1941, leaving 110,000 Italian citizens stranded (Ryan 2012). In 1951, 
the U.N. appointed Idris al-Sanusi prime minister of the Libyan territory, ensuring political and 
economic alignment with the West, but deeply dissatisfying a vast sector of Libyan society opposed to 
neocolonial relations (Fasanotti 2017). These extensively enmeshed senses of divisiveness left by Italian 
colonialism have endured and recurred into modern forms and continue to shape the lived insecurities of 
civilians and migrants living in and passing through Libya. 
1969-2011: Gaddafi’s Long Dictatorship 
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General Muammar al-Gaddafi capitalized on these anti-colonial sentiments held by Libyans and 
overthrew Sanusi’s monarchy with a public-backed, nonviolent military coup d’état in 1969. Pointing to 
colonial atrocities and unfair petroleum extraction committed by Italians leading up to his leadership, 
Gaddafi sought to promote his government as pan-Islamist and rooted in the archaic socio-cultural values 
of the Libyan Sahara (Brambilla 2016). Initially envisioning an isolationist Libya interacting primarily 
with the Arabic world, from the early 1990’s until the fall of his dictatorship in 2011, Gaddafi began to 
deal with the EU as its member countries became increasingly desperate for Libyan oil and assistance in 
curtailing trans-Mediterranean migration to Italy (Brambilla 2016). Gaddafi oversaw the installment of 
the Greenstream pipeline—an agreement between the National Oil Corporation of Libya and Eni, the 
Italian oil giant—which carries natural gas 540 kilometers from Mellitah, Libya to Gela, Sicily (Brambilla 
2016). In 2008, Gaddafi also accepted $5 
billion from Italy through the “Treaty of 
Friendship and Cooperation,” which 
served as compensation and an official 
apology for colonial-era abuses, and 
guaranteed cooperation between the 
countries in halting the flow of sub-
Saharan Africans through Libya to Italy 
(Brambilla 2016). Ten years later, this 
callous trend of European countries 
paying rogue Libyan militants for border 
Path of Greenstream Oil pipeline from Libya to Italy, which 
follows a strikingly similar path to migrants whose 
movement is considered criminal (Graphic: EIA 2010). 
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enforcement continues in full force and is a major contributing factor to the precarization of (youth) 
migrant life.  
As the United Nations lifted arms sanctions on Libya following Gaddafi’s supposed destruction 
of Libyan weapons of mass destruction, guns and conventional military equipment (ammunition, tanks, 
bombs, etc.) flowed freely into Libya starting with a $405 million agreement with the European 
Aeronautic Defense & Space Administration and NATO in 2007 (RT America 2016). Western leaders 
effectively forgave the profuse human rights abuses of Gaddafi’s administration and capitalized on the 
opportunity to sell arms (likely paid for by past humanitarian aid financing from the EU) into disparate 
political conditions—arms they would partially re-take and re-gift to the future UN-appointed 
government. Weapons continued to flow freely into Libya leading up to the 2011 revolution and civil war 
and were disseminated amongst loosely affiliated militias either upholding or resisting the dwindling 
Gadaffi regime (Al Jazeera 2011). Young sub-Saharan migrants recount alarming realities of incredible 
amounts of weapons in Libya—a major factor constituting the immense precarity they endured--and how 
these weapons were used to kidnap, manipulate, and execute vulnerable migrants.  
2011-2016: Post-Gaddafi Turmoil  
As Gaddafi’s pro-Islamist rhetoric and dictatorial actions intensified amidst the civil uprisings, 
military coup attempts, and foreign interventions of the Arab Spring, NATO declared a no-fly zone and 
bombed strategic Libyan oil and military strongholds, including a safehouse which contained Gadaffi’s 
son and three grandchildren (Al Jazeera 2011). As the violent civil war raged and Gaddafi was executed by 
Libyan rebels in October 2011, the country devolved into anarchy ambiguously administered by two 
impotent and competing governments—one backed by the U.N. Security Council and the other by Libyan 
military elites—and both propped up by a bewildering array of private militias (NYT 2017). The 
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government contracting and equipping of private militias has also imbued these groups with the power 
and organization to kidnap migrants on a large scale, which provides an extra source of income in 
addition to payments received by the competing Libyan governments for protection.  
Prime Minister Fayez Serraj heads the U.N.-branded “Government of National Accord”(GNA) in 
Tripoli, which oversees the western region of Libya and shares intimate political ties with the EU and its 
allies (Miele 2016). Despite receiving monetary and technological support from European allies, 
Serraj’s GNA has a weak hold on a mere fraction of Western Libya and the anterior governmental 
ministries—holdings ensured by unreliable agreements with infighting militias (NYT 2017). These rogue 
militias, some of which receive European resources through the UN-backed GNA, likely ‘double-job’ 
and profit greatly from kidnapping, imprisoning, and extorting passing migrants (Al Jazeera 2017). The 
militias loosely affiliated with the GNA engage in public and perpetual warfare with the contracted 
militias and troops of the eastern-based Libyan National Army administered by General Khalifa Haftar 
and his House of 
Representatives. The 
Government of National Accord 
in Tripoli (western governing 
body) and Libyan National Army 
in Tobruk (eastern governing 
body) are ostensibly waging an 
ongoing civil war against each 
other; in addition, both groups 
fight the Islamic State, 
Map of geopolitical control in Libya. Light blue = UN-backed 
government. Light brown=Tobruk government, Libyan National 
Army (Graphic: Polgeonow 2013). 
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independent criminal groups, and desert tribes in the Algerian-Nigerien border lands. These regional 
conflicts, which shape the anarchic conditions of rampant migrant exploitation, directly map onto the 
territorial divisions instigated by Italian colonialism and subsequent U.N.-appointed governments (Lucht 
2016). To reiterate and return to a key argumentative point, Italian colonialism in Libya and its 
subsequent neocolonial relations with the West rooted in the exchange of oil and weapons historically 
produced the precarity endured by migrants.  
Since 2011, between 25,000 and 50,000 Libyans have died and around 500,000 have been 
displaced as a result of this tragic aggregation of wars (RT America 2016). While Gaddafi’s regime was 
responsible for over 1,000 deaths of political dissidents in resource-scarce, execution-ridden prisons 
around Libya, the vast majority of these more recent numbers represent peaceful Libyan civilians or self-
made militants whose most promising life opportunities—amidst the country’s non-functional economy--
involve joining a hopeless war or exploiting migrants (Tinti 2017). Lacking the political stability to 
widely share revenues from its prodigious oil reserves—the 8th largest in the world—or to consistently 
ensure access to basic needs of survival to its citizens, Libya is fundamentally unlivable for Libyans 
themselves. Yet the EU has tasked Libya with the impossible border control project of southern Europe. 
To reiterate and return to a key argumentative point once again, the European Union politically enables 
the precarity endured by designing, funding, and supporting the inhumane migrant deterrence measures 
in ostensibly anarchic Libya.   
One year before the collapse of his government, Gaddafi warned Italian Prime Minister Silvio 
Berlusconi that Europe would “turn black” unless the EU paid Libya at least 5 billion Euros per year 17 
                                                        
17 Gaddafi’s warning comes two years after receiving a $5 billion payment from Berlusconi and the Italian 
government through the “Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation.”Gaddafi was demanding an annual payment of 
the same amount to curtail migratory flows.   
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to prevent the “advance of millions of African migrants” (BBC 2010). In 2010, fewer than 10,000 
migrants landed on Italy’s southern shores. In 2016--five years after Gaddafi’s death and turbulent civil 
upheaval throughout Libya—the number of annual migrant arrivals in Italy peaked at 181,000, over 90% 
of whom clandestinely departed from Libya’s northern shores (Reidy 2017). In response, the EU has 
funded, supplied, and regularized migration deterrence mechanisms in Libya that are brutal, profitable, 
and invisible to the outside world (Lucht 2016, Al Jazeera 2017). Almost all young sub-Saharan 
migrants in Sicily passed through Libya and fell victim to these inhumane migrant deterrence 
mechanisms—which are carried out by an untraceable combination of E.U.-funded and -equipped forces, 
independent militias, and criminal groups all of whom operate under the model of capture, detain, and 
extort. Having addressed significant historical, political, and economic trends which precarize migrant 
life in Libya, I will now return to analyze Abu Bakr’s verse as a lens into the precarity endured by him and 
so many other vulnerable (youth) migrants in transit in Libya.  
 
“In Libya” Chorus: 
In Libya,  
Black people suffering. 
In Libya,  
Black people suffering.  
In Libya,  
Black people dying.  
It’s so hard, 
It’s so hard. 
In Libya.  
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Ismael, a 17-year-old Gambian boy: “They have no mind for humanity in Libya, they just don’t care… Everyone 
in Libya has guns, even children… When I was in prison, my mom was so worried about me, so scared, going 
crazy for five months… When I called her and told her I was in Italy, she didn’t believe me. She was so happy.” 
Umberto Primo, Syracuse, Sicily: June 2017. 
Abdullah, an 18-year-old Gambian boy at a sea-side 
beach bar for a jam session. “The lights at sea, 
when I was in Libya, they scared me, because when 
we leave in the boats, the Libyan police comes 
looking for us. We must be totally silent when we 
see those lights. When the police catch you, they 
put you back in prison. Then they demand more 
money. They also shoot us in the boats. They took 
me back to prison two or three times. There’s no 
way to be happy in that life. That’s why I’m happy 
now.” Syracuse, Sicily: August 2017. (Photo: Sayou 
Fatti).  
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Thankgod, an 18-year-old Nigerian singer and percussionist:  
 “If you’re poor and black in Libya, you die. There are so 
many people dying, so much shooting and fighting. There’s 
no peace there… I was lucky: a Nigerian man found me on 
the street, gave me a house, and passed me along to a 
boat.” Umberto Primo, Syracuse, Sicily, 2017. 
Alpha, a 17-year-old boy from Sierra Leone: “I spent three 
years in prison in Libya. They beat you there. The Libyans 
are bad people.” Umberto Primo, Syracuse, Sicily, 2017. 
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Section II – “In Libya”: Phrase-by-Phrase Analysis of Abu Bakr’s Verse 
“From prison to prison, it never stops…” 
 Immediately upon arriving to Sahba, Libya from Agadez, Niger, Abu Bakr was forced into prison 
along with the 40 other sub-Saharan migrants with whom he made the desert crossing. The migrants’ 
smuggling connection in Agadez--who packed them in the back of a semi-truck with limited resources for 
the three-day trip—likely sold the migrants to profiteering Libyan prison guards who would hold, torture, 
and extort them. Abu Bakr stressed the range of competence and integrity of smuggling “connections” 
along the migration path. After receiving payment, some connections reliably fulfill their promised 
services, whether arranging a trans-Sahara trip or safe passage to a departing boat on the northern Libyan 
coast. Other connections accept payments and sell the migrant bodies back to other prisons or exploitive 
labor contractors who “pay” them in meager food rations for a hard day’s work. In this verse, Abu Bakr 
articulates that this precarious forced movement in Libya—between the hands of prison officials, 
smugglers, kidnappers, and 
police—never stops.  
 Just 16 years old at 
the time in February 2016, 
Abu Bakr endured starvation, 
torture, and slavery in three 
prisons during his one-year 
stay in Libya. He estimates 
that the entire prison complex 
in Sahba contained between 
The trans-Sahara corridor from Agadez, Niger to Sahba is the most common 
path taken by the youth migrants in Syracuse, Sicily (Graphic: Wall Street 
Journal 2015). 
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600 and 700 (majority black) migrants. Individual cement rooms housed upwards of 100 people—men, 
(pregnant) women, and children all close together—in deplorable conditions. Abu Bakr recounted, “The 
bathrooms in the Sahba prison were the most terrible [sights and smells] of my life… I even saw women 
giving birth in the middle of the room... People were drinking their pee because they don’t give us any 
water sometimes for days.” Between 2014 and 2017, the European Union spent $180 million on 
constructing, equipping, and staffing detention and deportation centers in the UN-controlled northern 
region (Tinti 2017). It is impossible to know for certain if Abu Bakr’s first prison in Sahba was 
constructed and maintained with these EU payments; however, regardless of funding sources or the 
semantics of detention complexes, deportation centers, or prisons, all of the Libyan migrant camps 
ostensibly operate in the same way. 
 According to Abu Bakr, most days in prison, militant guards carried out violent beatings and 
carelessly distributed sparse provisions to malnourished migrants, which (if they were lucky) included a 
piece of bread, a tomato, and a small bottle of water. These paltry handouts did not ward off life-
threatening starvation or dehydration for some migrants, whose beaten and dead bodies are 
inconspicuously dumped in the desert by callous prison guards. Only through payment of a 350-dinar 
($250USD) liberation fee—usually paid by migrants’ already financially drained families—would migrants 
be released from prison to complicit smugglers who fulfill the next leg of their journey.  
After two months in the Sahba prison, Abu Bakr’s family and home community in Brikama--still 
mourning the recent loss of his mother—wired the Libyan guards the fee for his release, passage to 
Tripoli, and place on an overcrowded dinghy to be sent floating toward Sicily. Little did he know, Abu 
Bakr would spend 7 of his next 9 months between two prisons in Surman and Bani Waled. Out of prison 
for the first time, Abu Bakr found himself overnight ride on a pick-up truck to Tripoli, where he spent 
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four days in a safehouse with a dozen other migrants awaiting a departing boat. After a conflict-ridden 
trans-African journey, Abu Bakr was within reach of accomplishing his ultimate goal: landing in Europe.  
 
“Many times on the boat, people getting shot.” 
 After spending a few days in the smuggler’s garage in Tripoli awaiting a boat connection, Abu 
Bakr and the other hopeful sub-Saharan migrants were transported 80 kilometers west to Sabratah, the 
coastal town from where their boat would depart. Little did Abu Bakr know that this early morning in 
Sabratah would be the reunion point for an intricate network of smugglers managing hundreds of 
migrants. With the cover of nightfall, dozens of smugglers packed over 600 migrants onto six rubber 
dinghy boats, assigned the role of captain to older black men without seafaring experience, and 
indifferently tossed life jackets and food rations aboard—surely not enough to ensure the survival of the 
(more than) 100 migrants aboard. Between 4 and 6AM the six migrant boats were pushed out in 
succession in 20-minute intervals, taking slightly different trajectories toward international waters.  
 It was just after 5AM and Abu Bakr’s was the fourth of six boats released toward Sicily—with no 
real intention or capability of making it that far. The first light of the morning invited him and 140 other 
anxious Africans to scan the serene Mediterranean waters. They could be spotted and approached by 
Libyan coast guards or bandits--leading to their subsequent imprisonment, torture, and extortion—or 
European rescue boats—leading to a safe sea-crossing to Italy and a better life. By 6AM, the migrants had 
traveled ten kilometers and reached international waters; their chances for rescue by European NGOs18 
                                                        
18 Since tragic shipwrecks in 2015 led to hundreds of migrant deaths off the coast of Libya, government-funded 
NGOs like SOS Mediterranean, Doctors Without Borders, and Sea-Watch have patrolled the international waters 
10-20 kilometers off the coast of Libya. They have rescued numerous (sinking) boats and hundreds of migrants at a 
time, and since 2015 have dropped off hundreds of thousands of desperate migrants in Italian ports. However, due 
to commonplace rescue efforts, smugglers have resorted to place migrants on cheaper, less seaworthy boats that 
are not meant to cross or last in the Mediterranean, but rather barely make 20 kilometers to a point of rescue. 
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and coast guard units had risen dramatically. As a boat speedily approached from the distant horizon, the 
crowded migrants found themselves in yet another immensely uncertain moment.  
 Gunshots blazed from the advancing boat and splashed into the water around the rubber migrant 
vessel. Violent Libyans rapidly approached, finding sadistic humor in the migrants’ fear of the gunfire. 
Wentfluse, wentfluse! “Where is the money?” yelled the militants in Libyan Arabic, pointing their 
automatic weapons at the frightened migrants, furiously firing bullets into the air. All without cash after 
draining their life savings for a place on that very boat, Abu Bakr and the 140 others were captured and 
forced into an abhorrent prison in Surman19 with hundreds of other suffering migrants. Surman is in the 
heart of the UN-controlled territory where the EU has built and maintained migrant detention and 
deportation centers, so this prison was quite likely to have been funded by European taxpayers than Abu 
Bakr’s first prison in Sahba. Furthermore, Abu Bakr’s boat was intercepted off the northwest coast where 
the European-trained and -equipped Libyan Coast Guard perpetually patrols in search of outbound 
migrant vessels. Official associations aside, Abu Bakr was unsure if his captors and new prison guards 
were state-sanctioned police or free-wheeling criminals. As far as he is concerned, they are the one in the 
same: they both work for themselves and profit off of helpless migrants amidst the political and economic 
turmoil in Libya. The crew of bandits that took over Abu Bakr’s boat—who have a financial interest in 
capturing as many boats as possible to demand money or sell migrants to buying prisons who extort them 
for more cash--had captured three of the six other boats that left that morning from Sabratah. The 
remaining two boats may have been rescued by European NGOs, kidnapped by other bands of militants, 
pushed back by the Libyan Coast Guard, or silently disappeared at sea.  
                                                        
19 Surman is an inland town 10 kilometers west of the push-out point in Sabratah and 60 kilometers east of Tripoli, 
the capital of the UN-appointed government and its east-Libyan territory. It is worth noting that the brutal, illegal 
Surman prison is in the region where the UN and EU have the strongest political footing.  
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The Libyan Coast Guard, a military branch of the U.N.-appointed government in Tripoli, has 
been a key point of contact for at-sea migrant deterrence efforts of the European Union. These relations 
continue despite the Libyan Coast Guard being known to leave women and children to drown at sea, to 
accept bribes from seafaring kidnappers, and to neglect international refugee rights (Al Jazeera 2017). 
The EU has nevertheless equipped the Libyan Coast Guard with patrol boats, detection systems, other 
surveillance technologies and body bags—a disturbing sign of EU logics of racialized, silent and 
acceptable disposability of migrant bodies (Palladino 2014: 4). Through training efforts by Italian naval 
units, the most recent of recent of which occurred in Malta in February 2017, the EU has normalized the 
practice of intercepting migrant boats before they reach international waters and returning migrants to 
Libya. Some of these migrants—fleeing from civil war in Eritrea, Somalia, and Sudan--have legitimate 
claims for international refugee protections but are hastily re-confined to prison-like detention centers 
where not even their basic human rights are respected. The European Union cannot legitimately assume 
that the guarantees of the 1951 Refugee Convention will be recognized in Libya. Through the training of 
the Libyan Coast Guard known to neglect refugee rights and ignore asylum procedures, the European 
Union is playing an active causal role in the degradation of the UNHCR 1951 Refugee Convention—
which Libya has still not signed. Following the week-long training in the port of Valletta, Malta, the 
Maltese Prime Minister commented, “The young men who receive this training, when they return to their 
country, will face enormous pressure from criminal gangs and smugglers who have an influx of millions of 
euros a week” (NYT 2017). And the 89 Libyan coast guards who received training will be charged with 
patrolling 230 miles of remote, crime-ridden western coastline. 
 Abu Bakr was devastated as he was taken back to prison. Not only would he be subjected anew to 
depravation, slavery, and extortion, but so much meaningful progress toward Europe and sizable 
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payments for the journey were wiped out. Abu Bakr suffered for seven months in the horrific conditions 
of the Surman prison. His second and third attempts to make the sea crossing follow the same storyline: a 
clandestine departure on overcrowded dinghys, subsequent violent capture by militant sea patrols, and 
return to precarious prisons in which torture and extortion are the business. It was not until his fourth 
time on a boat, with 126 migrants departing from Zuwara20, that Abu Bakr was rescued by the Nave 
Aquarius and dropped off in the port of Augusta, Sicily with hundreds of other hopeful sub-Saharan 
Africans.    
 
“It’s not easy being black on the street; they kidnap you, chain your hands and feet.  
Each and every one, they have a gun—paid for by the European Union.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
20 Zuwara is a town on the north Libyan coast 70 kilometers west of Sabratah, the point of departure of Abu Bakr’s 
first sea crossing, and 150 kilometers west of Tripoli, the capital of the western-backed government. 
Felix, a 19-year-old Nigerian drummer claps his rosary cross. “[In Tripoli, Libya] I left my safehouse just for a 
few minutes to go the supermarket. When I was walking there, four big Libyan men with guns kidnapped 
me and brought me to prison… They made me work in prison, like a slave, every day, building concrete 
houses near the prison… After one month, I escaped from work and found my way back to the safehouse.” 
Syracuse, Sicily: July 2018.  
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 The only thing the bewildering array of opposing militaries, militias, police, prison guards, 
gangs, smugglers, terror organizations, labor contractors, and Libyan civilians have in common with each 
other is that they all have guns. This reality is especially precarious for black youth migrants, who are 
immediately classified by these groups—on the grounds of their skin color-- into life-threatening 
categories of being: illegal immigrant, prospective kidnapping victim, exploitable client, slave laborer, 
and unwanted resident—among other categories. Black youth migrants are kidnapped, exploited, and 
executed by the force of these omnipresent weapons. Abu Bakr adamantly claimed that the Libyan streets 
were filled with gun-bearing, youth-kidnapping criminals, whose respective affiliations were impossible 
to identify. Guns also factored heavily into migrants’ daily experiences in prison. Abu Bakr recalled of the 
Surman prison: 
“The guards would come into the big concrete room everyday shooting their guns at the ceiling or near 
other blacks to scare them. Wentfluse! Wentfluse! ‘Where is the money?’ they would always yell… They 
were always pointing their guns and yelling at someone when they were on the phone with their family 
back home asking for money.” 
 
The sheer magnitude of weapons in Libya—and immense precarity endured by migrants as a 
result—should be contextualized by recent geopolitical relations between Libya and the European Union 
which center around oil, militarization, and migration. In 2010, former Italian Prime Minister Silvio 
Berlusconi endowed Gaddafi’s Libya with $6.2 billion meant to curtail migratory flows through 
developing strategic architecture and military-surveillance technologies on Libya’s vast Mediterranean 
coastline (Lucht 2016). Berlusconi was primarily interested in seeing the continuation of the free-flow of 
Libyan oil through—rather than sub-Saharan migrants across—the Mediterranean Sea to Italy. Berlusconi 
was less interested in supervising how the prodigious funds were actually spent. The EU had lifted 
previous weapons embargoes on Libya four years before the Berlusconi deal, so it is highly likely--yet 
empirically unprovable—that EU funds were allotted toward the migrant-endangering weaponization of 
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Libya. Since 2004, the European Union has provided Libya with hundreds of millions of euros through 
various deals to construct detention centers and staff an immigration police, and has given them 
technological materials like patrol boats, jeeps, buses, binoculars, GPS systems, bullet-proof jackets, 
fingerprinting kits, anti-explosive devices, anti-drug dogs, and at least 1,000 body bags (Lucht 2016). 
Following the civil war of 2011 and the protracted anarchy that ensued, all ambassadorial units, NGO 
operations, and media outlets were forced to flee Libya, meaning that the implementation of the EU-
funded migrant deterrence apparatus became ostensibly insurveillable.  
 Regardless of the likelihood of European Union funds aiding in the arming corrupt independent 
militias with loose and ineffective ties with the government, the bleak reality remains: Libyan police, 
military, criminals, smugglers, and civilians are highly weaponized. And all of these groups inflict 
remorseless violence onto black youth migrants—in the forms of kidnapping, imprisonment, torture, 
extortion, enslavement, robbery, racism, and forced clandestine movement—and are emboldened by the 
killing power of their copious weapons.   
Young migrants from Sierra Leone, Nigeria, and Guinea Bissau act out scenes from Libyan Prisons in 
the courtyard of their camp, Umberto Primo. Syracuse, Sicily: July 2017. (Photo: Sayou Fatti) 
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Three Gambian boys, Ebrima, Abdoullah, and Abu Bakr, act out 
an escape scene from Libyan prisons. Umberto Primo, Syracuse, 
Sicily: July 2017. (Photo: Sayou Fatti) 
Albenz (Guinea Bissau) and Alpha (Sierra Leone) act out 
a scene of forced labor from Libyan prisons. Umberto 
Primo, Syracuse, Sicily: July 2017. (Photo: Sayou Fatti) 
Amadou and Salieu, two Gambian boys, act out a scene of 
threatening at gunpoint from Libyan prisons. Umberto Primo, 
Syracuse Sicily: July 2017. (Photo: Sayou Fatti) 
Mustapha and Abu Bakr, two Gambian boys, act out a 
scene of theft at knifepoint from the Libyan streets. 
Umberto Primo, Syracuse, Sicily: July 2017. (Photo: Sayou 
Fatti) 
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“Police is criminal, criminals are police. So much corruption there can’t be peace.” 
 
 In Libya, there are no clear lines between police and military, government-backed and 
independent militias, nor criminal gangs and bands of smugglers. Abu Bakr remembers: “Any Libyan can 
get a gun, put on certain clothes, and kidnap us and make us pay... To me the police and criminals are no 
different… They both are working for themselves.” While never kidnapped on the Libyan streets like so 
many of his fellow migrants—whose black skin signifies extortion potential for Libyan criminals—Abu 
Bakr was captured at sea three times before he was rescued by Italians on his fourth attempt. It was always 
unclear to Abu Bakr whether his captors were official or double-dealing military personnel, or 
extortionate and depraved criminals. Having already been imprisoned twice—for two months in Sahba 
and for five months in Surman—and paid crooked Libyan guards their demanded liberation fees, Abu 
Bakr’s seafaring captors left him in Grigaras21 after his second and third sea-crossing attempts. Abu Bakr 
waited for a month in Grigaras with other Gambian and Senegalese migrants he met on the boat, who 
knew of a safehouse in the historically black neighborhood. He was instructed by his Senegambian peers-
-his newfound guardians--not leave the safehouse and wander the streets, as kidnapping (and smuggling) 
vulnerable young black migrants is a booming business in the corrupt Libyan capital of Tripoli.  
Libyan police, military branches, independent militias, prison guards, criminal gangs, and 
migrant smugglers exist in a violent, evolving, and unknowable web of interrelationships—working both 
in tandem and against each other; however, they are all positioned to exploit vulnerable migrants (Al 
Jazeera 2017). Independent militias may pay off police to kidnap and detain migrants on specific terrain, 
and police may turn over captured migrants to militia-run prisons where migrants are detained, enslaved, 
and extorted. These Libyan security and criminal forces alike—rogue and government-sanctioned—play 
                                                        
21 A historically black neighborhood in Tripoli created and protected by Gaddafi’s government. Following the civil 
war, Grigaras became a precarious center for racialized kidnapping and extortion of black migrants.  
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shifting roles in advancing and deterring migrants and great profits amidst the chaos: massive payouts 
from the EU in cash and military technology, substantial wire transfers from migrants’ families from sub-
Saharan Africa, and sales of cheap migrant labor on the open market (Anderson 2012).  
Despite the anarchic upheaval on the Libyan streets, Abu Bakr suspects that the local and (trans-) 
national connections networks between police, military, militias, prisons, and smugglers are well-
established. “Asma [police in Libyan Arabic], the connections [smugglers], and criminals are all the 
same, and they all work together,” Abu Bakr recounts from his experience in Libya. The pervasively 
corrupt Libyan security forces, government-contracted militias, and criminal and smuggling networks all 
gain financially from exploiting passing migrants, and the Libyan and foreign governments have so far 
neglected to intervene. Until this chaotic corruption and concurrent system of migrant exploitation—
occurring in the heart of the UN-appointed government’s territory—is addressed by the western 
governments (a current impossibility due to the evacuations of all western embassies and media outlets 
with the onset of the civil war), there will be no peace in Libya for migrants nor civilians. Abu Bakr 
succinctly professes this precarious reality in his well-crafted verse.  
 
“People listen up to my story, one year in this purgatory. Beaten every day, made into a slave; my 
brothers and sisters forced to their grave.” 
 
 Abu Bakr spent one traumatic year in Libya. He was tricked, captured, imprisoned, threatened, 
starved, beaten, extorted, and enslaved. On a daily basis, he witnessed his fellow migrants withstanding 
suffering of the like. Abu Bakr endured nine months of agony while confined in three Libyan prisons. His 
three months in hiding in Grigaras were also tensely uncertain, as police, militants, or kidnappers could 
have raided the safehouse that accommodated dozens of Senegalese and Gambian migrants.  
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Abu Bakr recalls, “There were six or seven hundred people in prison in Surman, I think maybe 
one hundred people in the room I was living in… There was little space in this room for everyone [to be 
able] to lay down.” In this filthy and crowded cement room, there were men, women, and children. Abu 
Bakr remembers seeing women give birth (potentially from sexual abuse by prison guards), migrants 
drinking their own urine, and guards distributing with food and water as little as every four days. The 
prison guards would routinely carry out beatings and demand money, and sometimes migrants died from 
their abuses. After seven months, the Surman prison grew to be so crowded—due to its proximity to the 
coast with a high volume of migrant boat captures—that at least 50 migrants, including Abu Bakr, were 
transferred to a prison in Bani Waled.  
Bani Waled is a small town 250 kilometers inland of Surman and Tripoli. The four-day journey 
there was hellacious for the migrants. The 50 migrants confined to a shipping container with minimal 
light and ventilation. Every day 5PM, they were given bread, tomatoes, and water—the most common 
meal in Libyan prisons. The container was transported three times over the four-day, 250-kilometer 
journey. Following a similar storyline, Abu Bakr was unsure if these transporters were police or criminals 
and was not sure if the container had to be hidden from other authorities throughout the journey. To 
some Libyan criminals, a migrant-filled shipping container could mean profitable extortion or smuggling 
potential. On the fourth day, the migrants were forced into the Bani Waled prison.  
Beatings, extortion, enslavement, and death were unfortunately yet unsurprisingly the norm in 
the Bani Waled prison. Some days the guards would command full-bodied black migrants to work as 
slaves for long days in the desert heat on local construction sites. Being a scrawny and undernourished 
16-year-old at the time, Abu Bakr was never personally enslaved, but he empathized with his fellow 
migrants who were. After two months in Bani Waled, Abu Bakr’s family sent the 350-dinar liberation fee 
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($250USD) and the prison guards released him and other paying migrants. In conjunction with a 
network of smugglers, the guards arranged their transportation in a pick-up truck from Bani Waled to 
the coastal town of Zarzis, where Abu Bakr would make his second (unsuccessful) sea-crossing attempt.  
Not all young Gambian artists were as lucky22 as Abu Bakr to have made it out of the Bani Waled 
prison alive and 250 kilometers north to a departing boat. Abu Bakr told me a story about a talented 
young Gambian artist named Ousman--Ous for short--who would sing beautiful melodies every day in the 
Bani Waled prison. He thought Ous could have been a great artist and had a special voice that could have 
uplifted people all around the world. But 
Ous came from a poor family and 
community in the Gambia and was unable to 
pay his way out of prison. From a 
combination of abuse and malnourishment, 
young Ous—and all his beautiful artistic 
talent—died in Bani Waled. Not all youth 
migrant stories of Libya remain to be told, 
so it is important to actively listen to the 
youth migrants who are telling them—
especially those who do so artistically 
through activist music.  
 
 
                                                        
22 Abu Bakr’s artist name is “Lucky Boy,” precisely for having survived Libya.  
Abu Bakr poses for a portrait with his new sunglasses 
outside Umberto Primo. Syracuse, Sicily: June 2017.  
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Maxwell, an 18-year-old migrant from Ghana. “They put hundreds of people in one room in prison in Libya. 
There was not even enough room for all of us to sit down. We had to take turns laying down to sleep. It was 
very uncomfortable. The floors were cement, and we used the same floors for fire to cook our food. I was there 
for three months.” Mount Etna, Sicily: July 2017.  
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Felix, the Nigerian drummer and footballer, gave me this answer when I asked him about the scar on his right arm: 
“When I was in a van in Libya, one of the Libyan men asked who is a Christian? I raised my hand, and the Libyan man 
pushed me out the door… The van was moving fast, and it was a bad road with many bottles. I was bleeding so much… 
The driver was a good man and took me to a hospital and I stayed there for one month.” Syracuse, Sicily: July 2018. 
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“Like the great prophets, I made a long journey. From Gambia to Senegal to Mali; Mali to 
Burkina, to Niger. On this journey I’ve seen so many tears.” 
 
 The prophetic elements of Abu Bakr’s life story start with his name: Abu Bakr Fanneh. He is an 
English-speaking Gambian Muslim. His namesake, Abu Bakr as-Siddiq, was the Islamic prophet 
Muhammad’s uncle, companion, and first Muslim caliph (Campo 2009). As an adolescent, Abu Bakr as-
Siddiq worked as a cloth merchant and traveled extensively on trade caravans throughout the Arabic 
world. He cultivated a fondness for poetry and preserved tribal histories through his prose. Abu Bakr as-
Siddiq accompanied Muhammad on the Muslim exodus from Mecca to Medina and led other spiritual 
delegations around the Arabic world to spread Islam. He is commonly known as “the truthful.” 
 Abu Bakr Fanneh, the young Gambian artist, shares experiential elements with his namesake’s 
life, from a continent-crossing adolescence to preservation of politically relevant narratives through 
prose.  In his verse, Abu Bakr reveals the realities of vulnerable migrants being massively exploited 
throughout their trans-African journeys. He speaks truth to liberal23 European narratives of humanely 
halting migratory flows; he speaks truth from places deemed too violent for western governments and 
media to access. Abu Bakr’s truths of destitute human beings severely suffering and quietly dying need to 
be heard by the world. They need to change the world. “Music is about education,” proclaimed Abu 
Bakr. When politics neglect to educate, Music steps in.  
 
 
 
 
                                                        
23 Liberal as in EU’s fraught emphases on universal values, humanistic politics, and unalienable human rights. 
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Conclusion: 
The European Union is clandestinely complicit in the precarity endured by youth migrants in 
Libya. Commencing with a history of violent colonialism and leading to the inhumane migration 
prevention measures of the modern day, Italy has played a significant role in establishing, normalizing, 
and hiding the suffering endured by youth migrants. The application of migration deterrence 
technologies is diffused among such a confounding array of state and non-state actors in Libya—who 
operate free from any (inter)national laws—that tracing accountability within seas of violent crime is 
utterly unfeasible. Coupled with this confusion, the European Union is strategically neglecting to 
address their reprehensible political and economic histories in Libya and the egregious human rights 
abuses perpetrated through its migration prevention measures that they [the EU] themselves fund, staff, 
and equip. The prison-like detention centers in Libya may be keeping up to one million suffering 
migrants from attempting to traverse the Mediterranean; as the European Union advocates for 
prevention and deterrence of migration, they have neglected to intervene (IOM 2017). Despite their 
self-declared “humane” approach to managing migration, the EU is complicit in the torture, extortion, 
enslavement, and execution of migrants in Libya. The outsourcing of border control to corrupt Libyan 
militants is tragically beneficial to the EU: this system functions to covertly curtail inflows of migrants 
while upholding the moral legitimacy of the EU’s support of refugees and humanitarianism. Mohammad 
Beshr, a leading general of Libya’s seafaring anti-illegal immigration police, was quoted, “Are they [the 
European Union] looking for a solution to this humanitarian crisis? Or do they just want us to be the 
place where migrants are stopped?” (Tinti 2017).  
 This suppressed historical narrative of exploitative violence against vulnerable migrants 
enduring imperiling precarity must be collectively brought to public knowledge. Out of reach of 
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European diplomacy and mass media, hearing and disseminating migrants’ lived experiences in Libya—
like Abu Bakr’s and those of millions of other migrants in Europe--is critically important in raising 
awareness of human rights violations and advocating for political change in the region. Activist verse 
composition can be a viable method to amplify the voices and stories of marginalized migrants when 
governments ignore them and media cannot reach them. In Abu Bakr’s case, verse writing promoted 
critical and emancipatory 
self-reflection, created a 
potent historical 
testimony, and resulted in 
his meaningful 
participation in research 
processes and products.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Abu Bakr poses for a portrait in 
the historic center of Priolo, 
Sicily. July 2018.  
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Godfrey’s Verse on 
“In Libya”: 
 
Libya is so, so hard. 
 
And I have come to stay. 
No one can stop me. 
 
I am moving higher, 
Like a moving train.  
 
This is my destination,  
And I am going higher. 
 
Up, up, we go,  
We can never, ever 
Go down.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Godfrey White, a 22-year-old Nigerian musician, multi-instrumentalist and lead 
singer on the album, poses for a portrait on the terrace of our house. Syracuse, 
Sicily: August 2018.  
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Chapter 4: Sicilian Musical Ethnographies 
Introduction 
 In this chapter, I share ethnographies of 
two full days of music-making during my third 
summer of immersive research in Syracuse, Sicily. 
The first ethnography recounts a day of musical 
improvisation, rehearsals, and adventures leading 
up to a public performance. The second 
ethnography details the recording of “Mama Africa” 
and the social, spiritual, and musical events leading 
up to the studio session. The ethnographies are followed 
by reflection sections in which I discuss significant moments of tension, triumph, and togetherness 
throughout the intercultural collaborations. Each ethnography weaves through various spaces and 
processes of music-making, and coalesce in single stories which both unfold over the course of a single 
day. The intentional inclusion of multiple musical spaces and processes in a single ethnography speaks to 
my daily experiences of engaging with music in a myriad of ways. This inclusion also shows that 
depending on the setting, genre, and instrumentation, music has different effects on musicians, listeners, 
and the environment in which it was made. I also include self-reflexive discourses on power dynamics to 
demonstrate how cross-cultural musical collaborations exist in dialogue with—not in a utopic space apart 
from—hegemonic realities of race, class, and capitalism. Through this conglomerate of ethnographies, I 
seek to illustrate how music is widely functional, leads to constructive self-expression, and can be a force 
of positive change in the lives of young migrants and their new communities.   
Pastor David’s daughter playing the melodica. 
Syracuse, Sicily: July 2018.  
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Movement I: Youth Music From Bedroom to Beach Club 
On August 14, 2018, the music would take me to Centro di Accoglienza Casa Freedom24 in Priolo, 
a small town 10 kilometers up the southeastern coast of Sicily from Syracuse. I departed my house at 
11AM with my bass guitar, melodica25, amplifier, microphones, recording set-up (audio interface and 
laptop computer), field notebook, and water bottle—all of which weighs over 40 pounds and feels 
increasingly heavy after walking a kilometer to the bus station in the 95-degree sun. I boarded the air-
conditioned coach bus in Syracuse, enjoyed the views of the sea, Mount Etna, and the Sicilian 
countryside along the ride, and arrived in Priolo around noon. I trudged another kilometer to the camp, 
drenched in sweat, and was greeted with a collective call of “Woyo26!” down from the balcony of the 
room where the Gambian artists live and hang out, including Abu Bakr Fanneh.  
I walked 
through the entrance of 
the former hospital and 
set down my equipment. 
I greeted the young 
migrants who 
approached me in 
English, Italian, Arabic 
and French and shook 
                                                        
24 “Freedom House” Youth Reception Center. Casa Freedom was formerly a public hospital that was converted into 
a youth migrant camp in 2012 as tens of thousands of unaccompanied youth migrants were spread around Sicilian 
camps in waiting as asylum-seekers.  
25 A 36-key piano powered by breath. I invited the kids to improvise melodies on this instrument. 
26 Woyo! is a common word for an expressive impulse—usually celebratory—among the migrant youth and is also 
common in traditional reggae music.  
Casa Freedom youth migrant reception center. Priolo, Sicily: September 2018. 
(Photo: Abu Bakr Fanneh) 
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hands, high-fived and bumped fists as we shared smiles. I entered the main office, where two friendly 
Sicilian administrators were at work on their computers in the blasting air conditioning. We expressed 
gratitude for each other’s presence and exchanged brief conversations in Italian about the progress of my 
project and my plans with the boys for the next few days (which included performances, music video 
shoots, and recording sessions). These administrators manage files of all the young migrants27, drive 
them around in the camp mini-bus (for legal services, cultural activities, other events), and serve as 
friends and mentors. They are, however, unfortunately passive in that they leave the labor of formally 
offering educational workshops to migrants to church organizations, NGOs, and volunteers. I shook 
hands and swapped smiles with Daniele and Salvo, the two Sicilian administrators, and exited the office. I 
picked up my bass guitar and backpack and climbed up the stairs to the Gambian room on the second 
floor, where six boys 
and I would hold a 
group improvisation 
and rehearsal on the 
balcony.  
The Gambian 
boys were on the 
balcony awaiting my 
entrance, excited to 
                                                        
27 These files contain each migrant’s age, country of origin, how long they’ve been in camp and Italy, their nutrition 
allotments, their room assignment. The files are made available to view by the Department of the Interior Ministry 
of Sicily and Italy to determine the amount of monthly funding received. The provincial Sicilian government (paid 
largely by the European Union, less by the Italian government) pay the camps 37.50 euros per day per migrant for 
lodging, food, toiletries, clothing, and services (legal, educational, etc.). 
Salvo and Antonio, administrators at Casa Freedom, with Abu Bakr and Sidibe. Priolo, Sicily: July 2018.  
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improvise, rehearse, and hang out. With my amp, microphones, instruments, and computer in place, I 
put on a reggae-dancehall beat and accompanied with my bass to commence a group improvisation, 
listening intently as I expressed simultaneously with the boys. The Gambian boys and Pogba, an 18-year-
old from Guinea who spoke Mandinka with the Gambian boys, started a cipher: a common method of 
collective improvisatory rap, each taking turns and passing the microphone around the circle. They 
created on-the-spot verses in English, Italian, French, Mandinka, and Wolof and laughed, shouted, and 
clapped as they were moved by their own and each others’ words. They spontaneously rapped reflections 
about their lived realities: attitudes about life in the camp, how they like or don’t like pasta, their sense of 
freedom in Italy, their suffering in Libya, and their triumphant traversal of the Sahara Desert and crossing 
of the Mediterranean Sea. Their raps also followed models of materialistic American hip-hop: how they 
love money and have the most of it; how they love women and have many beautiful ones; and how they 
smoke the highest quality marijuana and so much of it—which are fundamentally false statements, but 
what is important is that they are autonomously expressing their emotions through the music that comes 
to their mind in the moment of improvisation. It is worthwhile to note here that music does not always 
foster unity and disperse positive messaging but can breed conflict and amplify negative emotions 
(Ndaliko 2016). Nevertheless, when the cipher concluded we all clapped for each other and passed 
around affirming glances, smiles, and sentiments.  
Group improvisations like these often aided in the cultivation of positive personal qualities and 
group solidarity. In the act of improvisation, the youth engaged their unique personality, inherent 
creativity, and communicative flexibility in the act of self-expression—a self whose emotions and stories 
were thought to be worth expressing. Improvisation reminded the youth of the value of their life 
experiences, the accessibility of their creativity, and their responsibility to a collective. As the Gambian 
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boys took turns rapping and singing on the balcony, they listened deeply to each other, respectfully 
recognized each other’s presence, uniqueness, and creative potential, and realized the extent of their 
shared experiences and feelings—helping to inform the collective wisdom of this group of mature youth. 
Improvisation can elicit both the possibility of creative self-expression and mutual responsibility to 
supporting the creative expression of others—generating an empathetic outlook that enriches other 
aspects of life from personal relationships to jobs to roles as a young global citizen (Marsalis 2016). The 
smiles, handshakes, and eye contact exchanged at the end of the cipher seemed to uplift all of us and give 
us hope to face our Sicilian realities.   
Following this improvisatory jam session, I proceeded to commence a rehearsal of some original 
tunes—composed in collaboration with migrants and Italian musicians—which we would perform that 
evening at the beach club and record in the studio over the coming days. As Libya was a recurring theme 
in that very jam session, we 
started the rehearsal with the 
song “In Libya.” Abu Bakr was 
the primary composer of this 
tune, and as I prepared the 
beat, he pulled out his 
notebook in which he wrote 
his “In Libya” verse and other 
musical ideas. Too insecure 
for presence of Western media 
outlets and embassies, much 
Abu Bakr and I rehearse “In Libya” on the balcony of Casa Freedom. 
Priolo, Sicily: August 2018. (Photo: Ibrahim Sanneh) 
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of the suffering of migrants in Libya goes unnoticed. Amidst these conditions of migrants suffering and 
dying in silence, Abu Bakr’s verse becomes an important historical document raising awareness of 
human rights abuses committed against him and his fellow migrants. After rehearsing the other 
collaboratively composed tunes, which we would perform later that night, with a group of seven 18- and 
19-year-old Gambian boys and Pogba, we departed together for the bus stop at 3:45PM, hoping to catch 
the 4:00PM bus to Syracuse. The boys all had backpacks with phone chargers, toiletries, and a change of 
clothes, as they would sleep at my place after our performance.  
We rushed 
to the bus stop but 
missed the 
4:00PM bus to 
Syracuse by five 
minutes; the next 
one did not pass 
until 5PM. Slightly 
dismayed, I 
proposed to the 
boys that we wait in the plaza behind the bus stop, where local Sicilians of all ages gathered on benches to 
socialize. Well within earshot of 15 locals, I took out my bass and amp and started practicing a groove. 
Ibrahim, a talented singer, pulled out the microphone from my backpack, plugged into the amp, and 
started freestyling a melody with Mandinka lyrics. Onlookers observed us curiously with varying levels of 
approval and amusement. One mother brought her small toddler close to us who started dancing and 
En route to the bus stop. Priolo, Sicily: August 2018.  
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smiling at the group. The Gambian boys and Pogba 
smiled and waved back to the toddler and his 
mother, a meaningful moment of unity in the face 
of everyday conditions that threaten the boys’ sense 
of belonging in Sicilian society. Small groups of old 
men scattered around the benches of the park, 
however, shot us looks of dismay and disapproval. 
These dialogic performances, which were 
sometimes spontaneous and unstaged on Sicilian 
plazas and streets, and other times staged and 
planned, helped raise awareness of the presence of 
(artistically inclined) migrants to local residents. 
Impromptu performances like this one were meant 
to claim public spaces and reconfigure them into zones of intercultural contact from where the youth 
could express their identities, emotions, and desires with the potential of fostering dialogue and 
understanding with passing listeners.  
The boys and I wrapped up the spontaneous plaza performance and packed up the musical 
equipment a few minutes before the next bus was passing at 5:00PM. We made our way back to the bus 
stop waving, smiling, and calling ciao! to the residents of Priolo seated on benches as we crossed and 
exited the plaza. At the bus stop, I took a few portraits and group shots of the boys, and they struck up 
poses and hand gestures likely inspired by international hip hop artists’ videos on Youtube. Upon 
Ibrahim sings and raps in the plaza. Priolo, Sicily: July 
2018.  
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finishing the impromptu 
photo session, the boys 
and I boarded the passing 
bus at 5:13PM—I paid 20 
euros to the driver for 
eight one-way tickets— 
and we were on the way 
back to Syracuse.  
We descended 
from the bus at the Corso Gelone stop in the center of modern Syracuse and started walking toward my 
house in Ortigia28. We stopped at the public plaza Giardini Bellini, the principal public hangout of local 
migrants, where we greeted a few of the six or seven groups of African migrants spread out around the 
benches of the gardens. The six Gambian boys, Pogba, and I were friends with a fair amount of them, as 
some of them had inhabited the same camps or met previously at the park. These social groups of 
migrants are stratified by geographic origins: Gambian, Senegalese, and other French, English-, 
Mandinka- and Wolof-speaking migrants stick close together; Nigerians associate mostly with 
themselves; Somalians and Eritreans share similar Arabic dialects and talk mostly with each other. 
During public events with live music or DJs at the park, like the annual End of Ramadan celebration, 
these separate groups of migrants usually come together on the dance floor. After greeting the various 
                                                        
28 Ortigia is a small island—around two square kilometers—which contains the historic center of Syracuse, 
separated from the modern part of the city by a narrow channel and two bridges. It’s labrynthine streets are filled 
with historic Renaissance churches, Roman palaces, Jewish baths, Arabic arches, and Greek temples. The variety of 
architecture is a testament to the historic diversity of cultures that have made Ortigia home since it was founded 
by Greek settlers in 730BC.  
Abu Bakr and Sayou Fatti on the bus from Priolo. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2018. 
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groups of migrants around the park, the six Gambian 
boys and I walked back toward my place, crossed the 
bridge over the channel, and entered historic Ortigia.  
The eight of us arrived back home at 7:30PM, 
just in time to catch a beautiful sunset over the 
marina. Godfrey, who was living with me at the time 
for a two-week period, was at home waiting for us to 
return and was seated at the grand piano practicing 
when we entered my room. Two other young boys, 
Success, a 16-year-old Nigerian migrant, and Marco, 
his 15-year-old Sicilian best friend, were hanging out 
in my room—I always had an open-door policy for my 
house—awaiting our return and excited about our performance at the jam session that night. We were a 
group of 11 upbeat musicians from five different countries and three continents (Nigeria, The Gambia, 
Guinea, Italy, USA) speaking four different languages (English, Italian, Mandinka, Wolof) spread out 
between the house’s main living room, two balconies, and my room--the second living room with the 
grand piano. The house exuded the creative dynamism of young people of diverse origins 
compassionately interacting with emphases on art, culture, and experiences. We were living a positive 
element of globalization of being interconnected with diverse humans--happening in the face of other 
negative global forces that forced the migrants on precarious journeys to Sicily from their homes in West 
Africa. I ordered seven pizzas for everyone to be delivered to the house for dinner, and in the meantime, 
Success at Giardini Bellini earlier that week.  
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we played and listened to music, took photos and talked with each other while a few people smoked 
cigarettes.  
Before the pizza came, Godfrey and I went up to the building terrace for some peace and quiet, to 
catch up on our days’ events, and to plan for the performance that night—Godfrey is the lead singer on the 
CD, music videos, and performances. I also asked him some questions about his migration story, from 
specificities of his five months in Libya to his arrival and first two years in Italy. Godfrey and I looked out 
over the calm Mediterranean Sea—the sea that he perseveringly crossed to be present in these very 
moments, and the sea in which tens of thousands of migrants have silently died. Shared feelings of 
empathy for these disappearing migrants, feelings of wonder about creating with diverse musicians, and 
feelings of excitement for upcoming recording and performances put Godfrey and me on a similar 
experiential plane through which communication, ideas, and creativity could freely flow--an 
Godfrey points at the sun as it sets from our view on the terrace. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2018. 
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interpersonal closeness constructed by making music together. At the end of this conversation, I heard 
the pizza delivery man ring the doorbell, and we picked up the pizzas and joined the group of 11 boys 
again. We hungrily devoured the pizzas and I started packing up my equipment for the performance at 
the jam session that would start in an hour. Evenings like these are representative of the level of 
immersion of with my fellow musicians: I was living, creating, and sleeping amongst them—engaging 
them in performance-based activism—and every moment was imbued with levels of meaning as I 
undertook the labor of reflexivity.  
The ten boys and I departed for the jam session at 9:30PM. As we navigated the maze of narrow 
pedestrian streets to cross Ortigia, the boys enthusiastically sang the chorus lines to our music and their 
other favorite tunes. They felt more comfortable to be their animated, artistic selves when they are visibly 
associated with me, my bass guitar and musical equipment, and my whiteness. When they are in my 
company—and their direct association with a white person is apparent--the boys perceive their social 
status elevate to a point from where they feel comfortable freely expressing themselves. In an hour we 
would see this reality play out on stage: as the migrant boys were backed by me and a white Sicilian house 
band, they would hold no reservation in their moments of creative musical expression. My status of being 
a white musician also afforded me the privilege of being welcomed to perform at Solarium Nettuno, a 
privilege on which I would capitalize to 
bring activist music and multi-cultural 
musicians to the heart of the jam session.  
The boys and I descended the stairs 
of Solarium Nettuno, where neatly 
organized lamps illuminated the lush 
Solarium Nettuno at night. Syracuse, Sicily.  
(Photo: Loris Mg Drland) 
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lounge chairs, candle-lit tables, and gently breaking Mediterranean waves. The environment was serene 
as we entered the club, and we walked directly to the stage where the rest of the band members were 
setting up their equipment. The band consisted of Salvo Epifani, a 65-year-old literature professor and 
amateur drummer, Peppe Tropea on guitar, the co-owner and manager of the venue (Solarium Nettuno), 
and me on bass. Peppe noticed that I arrived with ten young black artists—which was blatantly obvious 
among the all rich 
and white clientele—
and I immediately 
asked him if the boys 
could sing the first 
set of the jam 
session--no more 
than four tunes, I 
promised. Peppe 
agreed to let us play. 
When the stage was set up and I had alerted the boys that we were playing first, I explained to the band 
that we would play all reggae tunes with simple progressions. Reggae served both musically and 
symbolically as a potent genre to bring to live performances. It is relatively simple to play, easy to listen 
to, accessible worldwide, and makes people dance and come together. Reggae also embodies a sense of 
pan-African identity, resistance to (post-) colonial injustice, and promotion of peace, and can also serve 
as a means to assert and contest political ideologies and to open public discussions on race (Charry 95: 
2016). By performing reggae music, the youth migrants were awakening their political agency and 
The boys hanging out at the Solarium before showtime. (Photo: Sayou Fatti) 
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symbolically joining a lineage of other forcefully displaced West Africans to create music of protest and 
unity. Reggae was also a genre that all the boys and I both had thoroughly listened to throughout our 
lives, and naturally served as the strongest platform for our musical coming-together. Peppe and Salvo 
affirmed that they would follow my lead closely for the chords and form of the reggae tunes; the 
performance was about to start.  
I called up Godfrey, Ibrahim, and Bubacarr Camara on stage for the first tune, an upbeat, major, 
ska number called “Living My Life.” Peppe handed me the microphone and allowed me to introduce the 
band, the special guest artists, and our recording-performance project. Before introducing the 
musicians, I shared a few words about the goals of the project: how it seeks to bring musicians from 
diverse worlds into contact within spaces of peaceful coexistence from which intercultural dialogue--on 
pertinent sociopolitical issues or simply the beauties and mysteries of being human—can flourish. I 
presented the boys to the crowd of 50 seated European listeners using their artist names: Godfrey White, 
Tsunami Joe, and Pain Pain Not, showing meaningful processes of identity definition, transformation, 
and affirmation occurring in these collaborative performances. I proceeded to introduce the title and 
lyrics of our first original number, “Living My Life;” the repeating text of the refrain goes: “Living my 
life, like I want to. Got to give thanks to the Jah now, woyo!” I briefly explained in Italian the meaning of 
the lyrics to the crowd: despite the young boys’ uneven exposure to life-threatening precarity, they are 
still expressing powerful agency and ardent gratitude to God—human collectivities with which we hoped 
our listeners could connect and empathize.  
I counted the tune off, and as the band settled into the groove, Godfrey started speaking, 
dancing, and inviting the audience to join him. As we progressed through the song and Godfrey White, 
Tsunami Joe, and Pain Pain Not shared the lead and background vocals, audience members slowly got up 
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to sway with the beat of the 
music along with the 
musicians. After the dramatic 
crescendo to the final chord, 
we received a supportive 
applause from the audience, 
about half of whom were on 
their feet by the final refrain 
of “Living My Life.” I 
graciously thanked them for 
their reciprocated emotional expression, and proceeded to introduce our next tune, “One Humanity.” 
This tune, a medium reggae groove, contains a meta-political message of coming together across cultural 
divides through sharing compassion and affirming belonging to a human—and divine—whole. While the 
major mid-tempo groove of “One Humanity” continued to generate dance moves and smiles in crowd 
directly in front of the stage, the boys and I would darken the mood in the performance of our final two 
reggae numbers, both songs of protest and suffering in minor keys—although still danceable.   
Abu Bakr Fanneh eagerly climbed up on stage, knowing we would perform his tune “In Libya” 
next. He confidently stepped up to the microphone and introduced himself by his artist name, “Lucky 
Boy29” and proudly declared he was from The Gambia. The band sunk into the slow reggae groove and 
Lucky Boy exuded a dynamism in his stage presence, executing aerobic dance moves and toasting30 
                                                        
29 Abu Bakr calls himself “Lucky Boy” because he feels very lucky to have made it through Libya and across the sea 
alive.  
30 A reggae technique of a hybrid between spoken word, verse recitation, and improvised emotional shouting 
pioneered by U-Roy, Count Matchuki, King Stitt, and Sir Lord Comic.  
Lamin and Abu Bakr dance among the crowd of listeners and dancers at Solarium 
Nettuno. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2018. (Photo: Sayou Fatti) 
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vocals, before he entered with the refrain line about “black people suffering… and dying in Libya”--
racialized suffering largely facilitated, normalized, and silenced by Italian and European politics and 
media. The audience continued dancing and enjoying the music as a whole, but likely did not understand 
nor listen closely to Abu Bakr’s impassioned English rapping and activist narration. Before we played our 
final tune, I took advantage of my platforms as co-band leader and Italian speaker to explain to the 
audience the extent of suffering—torture, extortion, and enslavement—endured in Libya by all these 
young black artists, and how this was an effect of the European plan to forcefully deter migrants in Libya 
before they have a chance to cross the sea to Italy.  
The final number we performed was a cover of “Quitte Le Pouvoir,” meaning “down with the 
power,” written by Tiken Jah Fakoly in protest against the president of Côte d’Ivoire, and sung in French 
by Pogba, the young Guinean migrant. Playing reggae to 
accomplish similar goals, Tiken Jah Fakoly said, “Reggae is a 
militant music. It’s the music of those without means. It’s the 
music of opinions… it is a music that is the soul of the poor” 
(Charry 96: 2016). Throughout his performance, Pogba 
improvised impassioned verses in French, commonly returning 
to the phrase, “Long live liberty, down with the power, down 
with Salvini.” Pogba was bravely referencing Matteo Salvini, the 
new Interior Minister of Italy who has gravely xenophobic 
policy goals—which are well on the way to becoming law with 
the newly elected conservative majority in Parliament--that 
would entail the rounding up and deportation to Libya of all ten 
Pogba poses for a portrait at soccer training earlier in the 
summer. Priolo, Sicily: July 2018.  
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of the present young artists31. After the conclusion of the piece, we received an applause from the folks 
dancing in front of the stage, but I was met with stern glares and dissatisfied arm-crosses by some older 
men seated at the candle-lit tables of the luxury beach club.  
I proceeded to pick up the microphone and thanked everyone for listening, invited the audience 
to hang out with the migrants and me, and welcomed subsequent conversations and questions about the 
boys’ experiences. As an activist still able to utilize this platform afforded to me by playing music, I 
decided to continue talking—verging into politics--to the dismay of Peppe Tropea, the guitarist and 
owner of the venue who was standing right behind me. I said in Italian, “I know we are in conflicted 
political times and I am sorry to bring this conversation into your space of relaxing enjoyment, but please 
try to empathize with these kids. Think about how it would feel to be dehumanized by Salvini’s discourse 
and knowing this discourse’s power to make others unjustifiably hate you. He wants to deport these boys 
into a war zone and…” Suddenly the microphone was cut; va bene, va bene allora, I said (That’s fine 
then, that’s fine). Peppe had cut the sound to the stage and commanded the DJ abruptly begin his set. As 
much as I pushed, Peppe did not want his venue to continue to be a hotbed of progressive intercultural 
activism. I never apologized to Peppe, nor did he express any disapproval to me—I was his first-call bassist 
and close musician friend, after all. The music continued until the early hours of the morning, and the 
African boys and I danced, conversed, and hung out amongst a lively group of young Sicilians before the 
eleven of us returned to my house for much-needed sleep at 3:30AM.  
 
 
                                                        
31 The Gambian, Nigerian, and Guinean boys with whom I performed this concert do not come from UN-declared 
refugee countries (like Eritrea, Pakistan, and Syria), so they would not be eligible to stay in Italy if Salvini’s policies 
are passed.   
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Reflection:  
Through these multi-faceted musical experiences and the subsequent reflections through which I 
have listened to things hard to hear, I have realized how crucial self-reflexive considerations are to cross-
cultural artistic collaboration. These considerations not only lead to more critically rigorous scholarship, 
but they make the presence and process of the researcher more locally beneficial (Ndaliko 2016). At Casa 
Freedom, as a respected white American musician--elated to make music across cultures—I was afforded 
the privilege of the youth wanting to get close to me as a means of status elevation within the camp and 
local community; wanting to artistically impress me which likely affected their creative autonomy as I 
differentially praised socio-politically engaged music; and wanting to record an album to fulfill the 
youth’s hopes from the previous summer I had promised to the youth which may have mistakenly 
emphasized product over progress.  
To address these three aforementioned concerns in more detail, some youth may have been 
drawn into a relationship with me because of my skin color rather than to collaborate musically. The 
veracity of the collaboration would be inhibited if the young men and I entered for different motives. 
While I was regrettably aware of the uneven opportunities of power and visibility I was afforded by my 
whiteness, it was also an integral part of my research experience to strategically deploy my whiteness to 
gain entry into majority-white spaces—like Solarium Nettuno--where activist music and accompanying 
dialogues would be most impactful. Secondly, while I always responded supportively to these ten boys’ 
newly composed music they proudly showed me, I implicitly reacted with higher praise to the musical 
ideas which contained positive messaging of coming together, condemnations of racism or xenophonic 
politics, or heartfelt accounts of their lived experiences. Upon subsequent reflections, I realized that I did 
not respond with the same level of enthusiasm when the youth showed me their songs with themes of 
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marijuana, misogyny, or material wealth. That being said, I do not completely condemn my actions I took 
to guide musical themes—which theoretically diminished the young people’s creative autonomy--as the 
recorded music and performances were more artistically meaningful and locally relevant with messages of 
integration and self-reflection leading to liberation. Thirdly, it may have been problematic for me to 
divulge my goal of recording a CD at the beginning of the summer. While I was trying to be as 
transparent as possible with my interlocuters about the trajectory of my summer of research, 
overemphasizing the product diminishes artists’ abilities to act with full agency through the process 
(Katz 2018).   
Despite being self-critical and -aware of the ramifications of collective processes, it is also 
immensely constructive to engage in cross-cultural musical collaborations that foster mutual 
understanding. Sharing in the processes and spaces 
of group improvisation was immensely productive in 
building group solidarity and cultivating positive 
personal qualities. These spaces of group 
improvisation were imbued with a sense of inter-
affectivity and intimacy, which helped the youth 
connect with themselves, others, and the places in 
which they express, all while promoting collective 
theorizing of life conditions. A recurring 
“vernacular theory32” of the young artists’ ciphers 
                                                        
32 In Sounds of Crossing: Music, Migration, and the Aural Poetics of Huapango Arribeño, anthropologist Alex Chavez 
points out how vernacular theories for understanding personhood and politics of race can be constructed and 
maintained through (transnational) music-making. 
Bubacarr commonly referenced “ghetto youth” in improvisations and 
on recording sessions. Casa Freedom, Priolo, Sicily: July 2018.  
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was ghetto youth, a cultural category with which they identified as young people excluded by political and 
economic systems and forced to endure poverty-like conditions from which they too produced self- and 
socio-politically revealing art. The process of group musical improvisation was a multi-dimensional 
interplay between discursive action, social interaction, and musical expression, a process through which 
youth articulated themselves, their relations with others, and their places in society. The aural immediacy 
of these improvised dialogues engendered a sense of honest expression and autonomous self-theorizing 
on behalf of the migrants, no matter how their subjective claims hold up against constructs of objectivity.  
Along with group improvisation in private settings, the public performances were also packed 
with layers of meaning. I return to Godfrey starting the performance by interactively drawing in the 
crowd. He was laying the foundation for an inclusive performance micro-culture that fused musical 
genres, spoken languages, and modes of creative expression. The music did not have to explicitly address 
politics but surely embodied a politics of non-discriminatory community formation. Godfrey had 
internalized and preserved his culture’s modes of multi-faceted music-making--wherein music, 
narration, and dance are tightly bound--and was expressing that facet of his trans-continental identity 
through this performance. Music was serving as an effective carrier of culture for Godfrey. His interactive 
musical approach drew the audience’s attention and bodies in, and the closer the audience and musicians 
became, the more we all cherished the performance experience. It is unfortunate that in Sicily, 
constructs of borders, racial inferiority and illegality usually inhibit migrants from physically accessing 
and artistically expressing from affective (performance) platforms from which to incite intercultural 
dialogue--which more often than not leads to positive interchanges of experiences, resources, 
thoughtfulness, and kindness. Our performances and the activist reggae music we played also forcibly 
established a public platform to discuss issues of race—specifically racialized abuses of young black 
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bodies—in a way that informed political consciousness but did not diminish the call for togetherness 
embodied by the multi-cultural concert. In addition to acting in protest, performances like these can 
generate kinesthetic empathy 33, which refers to the process of fostering connection, community, and 
cohesion through sharing rhythms and movements. 
This performance temporarily reconfigured Solarium Nettuno into a space of subversive 
creativity, community formation, and peaceful coexistence. The performance deliberately brought 
together musicians, dancers, and listeners from various countries--who spoke different languages, 
embodied divergent worldviews, and lived contrasting lives—to share in congregation and conversation. 
In the current Italian political 
climate dominated by 
ideologies of xenophobic 
racism, these actions toward 
dialogue and mutual 
understanding take on dual 
meanings as activism and 
resistance. In addition, the 
dialogic performance 
provided the boys and I with 
the platform to share our 
collectively generated 
research data—broadly, the 
                                                        
33 Movement therapist Dr. Danielle Fraenkel discusses the phenomenon of kinesthetic empathy in a 2017 talk to 
the American Dance Therapy Association. (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a9uudFLSoP8&t=564s) 
Ismael and Ebrima pose for a photo with Ramona Martinez, a local reggae 
singer, after the show. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2018. (Photo: Sayou Fatti)  
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experiences and feelings of youth migrants--in the local community where it mattered most. Throughout 
the performance, I attempted be as deeply observant as possible, trying to hear the sounds produced by 
everyone involved in the performance and distinguish emotional and physical reactions of performers and 
onlookers. From these highly intersubjective and interaffective spaces--all while playing basslines, 
expressing emotions, and crafting a performance persona—I gained significant analytical insights into the 
various functions of intercultural music-making for the young migrants, and the effects of the music we 
played on the youth, me, and our local listeners.  
 
 
Lamin, Abu Bakr, Sayou, and Ibrahim waking up in the living room the morning after the performance. Syracuse, 
Sicily: August 2018.  
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Movement II: Mama Africa—From Gospel Church to Recording Session 
 
Two weeks after we first met and played music together at True Harvest Mission Gospel Church 
in Syracuse, Godfrey came to stay at my house on a Saturday night in anticipation of our first recording 
session the next afternoon. Godfrey gave me a call when he was approaching the bridges to enter historic 
Syracuse, and I met him at 8:30PM at the entrance of the island. We shared a warm greeting and our 
mutual excitement to record together the next day. “Mama Africa is going to be a hit, Alex,” he assured 
me, “People all around Nigeria are going to be dancing to it.” On the way to my apartment, Godfrey and I 
picked up Felix—the best drummer from church who grew up playing in Nigerian Gospel churches—at 
“Bar Cristina,” a café in the touristic heart of Ortigia where he waits tables, cleans, and carries out the 
Austin and I figure out our parts and how they fit together during the “Mama Africa” recording session. Macy’s 
young son sits at Marcos’ congas. Citta Giardino, Sicily: July 2018. (Photo: VG Photo) 
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café’s heavy lifting six days a week. Felix needs to 
keep a steady income for his apartment rent, 
scooter insurance, and remittances for his large 
family in Benin City, Nigeria.  
As the three of us traversed Ortigia’s 
winding cobblestone streets and alleyways, we 
discussed plans for the Sunday afternoon recording 
session. Godfrey had composed lyrics, a melody, 
and an idea for a piano part, and I had been 
inventing new basslines to accompany the common 
rhythms and chord progressions from the last few 
Sundays of practice after church. When we entered 
my spacious home with ornate woodwork, walls of 
bookshelves, balconies overlooking the sea, and a 
grand piano, Godfrey and Felix were in gleeful awe. As I gave them a tour of the house, they snapped 
photos, some of which ended up on their social networks: Godfrey and Felix clearly found meaning and 
status elevation through proximity to and association with whiteness and material wealth. It is important 
to note once again here that first-world hegemonies persist in the typically conceptualized “utopic” 
realm of collaborative music-making. After the tour around the house, we spent an hour rehearsing 
“Mama Africa.” Felix found nice rhythmic phrases on congas, I adapted some of my pre-prepared 
basslines to the melody of the song, and Godfrey sang and played piano. After an hour of 
experimentation, listening, learning, and collaborative creative direction, we concluded the rehearsal at 
Felix working as a host and waiter at Bar Cristina 
in Ortigia. Syracuse, Sicily: July 2018.  
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10:30PM as Felix had to be at work at 5:30AM, and we all wanted him to be well-rested for the recording 
session.  
I invited Godfrey out with me to a music venue called Punto G, where a group of my old friends34, 
young Italian jazz musicians on tour from New York City, were playing a few sets. During a break, I 
introduced Godfrey to them. They were elated to meet him, hear his story, and learn we were recording 
our first song with a prominent Sicilian jazz pianist and other local Nigerian musicians tomorrow. On our 
walk home after the concert, Godfrey remarked, “These Italian people have so much more respect for me 
and my music when I am with a white person like you.” I did not know how to respond, sensing his 
sincerity and the likely veracity of his statement. Here Godfrey and I felt the limitations of a first-world 
hegemony that more strongly legitimates art associated with whiteness and wealth. After a prolonged 
silence in our conversation on the final block of the walk home, we entered my house and tip-toed by 
Felix who was sound asleep on the living room couch, and went right to bed, sharing my comfortable 
king-sized mattress.  
Godfrey and I woke up to my iPhone alarm at 9:00AM the next morning and I made us a quick 
breakfast of scrambled eggs, toast, fruit, and coffee. Our plan was to play music at the church service 
from 10:00AM-12:30PM and then head directly to the studio with Felix and the church choir by 
12:45PM. The recording session would be between 1:00 and 4:00PM in Città Giardino, a small town 
five kilometers outside Syracuse. Godfrey and I arrived to church--a 5- by 10-meter concrete and tile 
single room meant for coffee bars or small stores--a few minutes before 10:30 and we greeted the head 
pastor David, eagerly telling him our plans for the day.  
                                                        
34 I met them during Summer 2017 when they were playing at a jazz festival in Syracuse as a quintet with Dayna 
Stephens, the featured guest artist of UNC-Chapel Hill Jazz Program in March 2017. I brought Dayna and the Italian 
musicians to Umberto Primo Youth Migrant Camp where we gave a brief concert and jammed with the young 
migrants.  
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I proceeded to set up and tune my bass 
and Godfrey got situated at the keyboard. Because 
Felix was working, one of the members of the 
choir, a boy named ThankGod, filled in on 
drums35 for the service and played beautifully. “I 
don’t really play the drums,” he told me after the 
service, “I just try to play what is inside my mind.” 
In ThankGod’s case, music serves as a carrier of 
his home culture and helps inform his new 
transnational identity. As the Nigerian men, 
women, and children clad in colorful attire filed 
into the church, some warmly greeted me (I had 
been present and playing bass at the last four 
services and met many members), some looked at 
me curiously, and others ignored my presence. 
Playing music was the means by which I became a part of the community of the church. Given the socio-
cultural differences between me and the Nigerian churchgoers, we did not necessarily assimilate during 
the collective music-making of the church service, however, the music served as a platform of shared 
passion and mutual understanding that made coming together across deep divisions much more feasible. 
                                                        
35 Most of the males in the choir and at the church could play the drum set at a functional level as their 
conceptions of rhythm are so internalized in their bodies, and drum set requires rhythm coordination in both arms 
and legs.  
Pastor David and Godfrey pose for a photo on the 
street outside church. Syracuse, Sicily: July 2018.  
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I conveyed my emotional and spiritual character through my basslines in church, a dimension of self that 
fosters connection when words fall short. 
The church was sticky, hot, and humid once all 40 people were packed into the tight space and 
seated on plastic patio chairs ready to worship. Right as the service started, the leader of the sharply 
dressed choir, which always wears matching uniforms, directed Godfrey to start the first song. In the key 
phases of the service—the introduction, expressions of gratitude, praying for immigration documents, 
financial offerings, divine possession, and the conclusion—there was always music, which imbued these 
moments of worship with a special significance. As Godfrey, ThankGod, and I grooved on a simple 
recurring chord progression and common rhythm36, the worshippers stood up, closed their eyes, raised 
their hands, moved their bodies to the beat, and ardently expressed their gratitude to God and Jesus for 
                                                        
36 Which could be understood by American musicians and music scholars as a swung 3-2 clave with two eighth 
notes instead of a quarter note on beat 4 of the first bar of the two-bar cycle.  
Faith and two other members of the choir dance, smile, and celebrate during a church service. 
Syracuse, Sicily: July 2018.  
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15 minutes. As the worshippers sang freely and moved rhythmically to the music, they seemed to become 
more intimately connected as a community, and to God after this celebratory expression of gratitude.  
Throughout the service, Pastor David called on the band to play after he recited and analyzed 
Bible verses about upholding resilience, and as he conducted impassioned prayers begging God to give 
members of the congregation 5-year permesso di soggiorno37. In the church setting, music was employed 
to amplify pleas to God to give worshippers discipline and hope as they navigated the oppressive Italian 
immigration regime. The music we played during these moments was a curious fusion between historic 
Yoruba38 rhythms, lyrics and melodies informed by the modern Nigerian gospel tradition, and Western 
instrumentation.  More of this curious fusion occurred later in the service: pastor David conducted 
blessings where he would press Italian olive oil onto a worshipper’s forehead, who would enter a state of 
possession where they would first flail their limbs, then become stiff as members of the congregation 
lowered them to lay on the ground. Pastor David commanded Godfrey, ThankGod, and I to play 
repetitive Yoruba-influenced 6/8 grooves as he conducted these possession ceremonies. These 
moments are rich intersectional encounters that integrate both archaic and modern Nigerian spiritual 
practices and religious music with Italian delicacies (with the hope of receiving the ideal immigration 
documents from the Italian government), all in a ritual conducted in English.  
The stirring service seemed to be wrapping up shortly after 12:30PM as we began playing the 
closing number. Felix had just arrived from his early-morning shift at the café and sat down to play 
drums. This final celebratory song lasted ten minutes, and by the end, I was growing anxious. The time 
was 12:40PM and I would start paying the hourly studio rate at 1:00PM. The 10-passenger taxi van I had 
                                                        
37 “Residency permits” to stay in Italy which are most commonly given in 2- and 5-year increments  
38 The historic ethnic group of common to most regions of Nigeria that created prominent rhythmic and drumming 
traditions which influence music in and around Nigeria, the Caribbean, South America, and Latin Jazz in the US.  
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ordered was already waiting outside the church and the driver was shouting at me to gather the musicians 
and get on the road. Shortly after, I received a text message from Raffaele Genovese, the pianist of the 
session, asking me urgently where I was, and telling me that he, the saxophonist, and the Brazilian conga 
player were already set up and ready to record in the studio. It was now 12:45PM and amidst this tension, 
the church choir (which Godfrey and I had invited to come to the studio), was starting their closing 
private prayer. Despite Godfrey and Felix assuring me there was no stopping the choir, I insensitively 
interrupted their prayer trying to convince them to end immediately and come to the studio. Alex, the 
assistant minister, pulled me away and assured me they were almost done. Upon subsequent reflection, I 
deeply regretted having interfered with their prayer; I had selfishly prioritized my hourly studio 
expenditures over the choir’s spiritual obligations, which diminished their agency to express themselves 
autonomously and infringed on the level of collaboration. Before true collaboration can take place, 
everyone’s spiritual, social, and physical needs must be empathetically taken into account and sufficiently 
met. At 12:55PM, 
Godfrey, Felix, four 
singers, the son of 
one of the mothers 
in the choir, and I 
climbed into the taxi 
van and were on our 
way to the studio to 
record “Mama 
Africa.”  
Giuseppe, Felix, Faith, and Macy outside the van after we arrived to the studio. 
Citta Giardino, Sicily: July 2018.  
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Our elderly Sicilian van driver Giuseppe Tagliata mistakenly took us on the scenic route to Città 
Giardino through farm fields with sea views, and along the ride a few of the seven Nigerian musicians, 
sensing my dissipating anxiety about losing studio time, exclaimed in broken Italian that there was a 
faster way. We pulled up to Pulp Project Recording Studio at 1:20PM immediately entered the 
extravagant waiting room where the head engineer, Maximiliano, shook his head at me for having arrived 
late and burned through studio time. Maximiliano asked about the instrumentation and number of 
musicians, and I told him our group consisted of a 4-person choir, lead vocalist, drummer, conga player, 
two keyboardists (Austin, an 18-year-old Nigerian boy and Raffaele Genovese, a renowned Sicilian jazz 
pianist), and me on bass. The live session room was adequately sized to accommodate our 10-musician 
band and already set up to have the musicians in a 
circle facing each other, which conducive to an 
interactive rehearsing and recording process. I 
asked Maximiliano if Austin could choose 
between the studio’s three keyboards to see which 
one he preferred; he chose the longest and 
heaviest one. Raffaele Genovese, a musical hero 
of mine, was already seated at his personal 
keyboard ready to record, and chuckled at me 
while saying in Italian, “American jazz musicians 
are always late to sessions.” Having toured and 
recorded with jazz musicians all around the world, 
Raffaele was probably right. Corrado, the Sicilian 
Austin playing his keyboard of choice in the studio.  
Citta Giardino, Sicily: July 2018. (Photo: VG Photo) 
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construction worker and amateur jazz 
saxophonist, was posted up next to his 
microphone with the first of many beers he 
expected me to pay for as he was playing on the 
session for free. Marcos, the Brazilian congas 
player, just smiled, shook hands with everyone, 
and continued tuning his congas.  
As Maximiliano and his professional recording studio staff were setting up microphones and 
other equipment for our group, Godfrey taught the choir the background vocals he had in mind while I 
showed Austin how to play the repeating four-bar chord progression on piano. I asked Austin, who was a 
beginner pianist, if it worked for him to play sustained whole notes on each chord of progression, and he 
willingly complied. I proposed two accompaniment options to Raffaele, one composed by Godfrey and 
the other by me, for a montuno39-like figure that would complement Austin’s piano playing well and give 
the song added rhythm. As well-
established professional musicians, 
I gave Raffaele, Corrado, and 
Marcos some conceptual ideas, but 
clarified that they had creative 
liberty to play what they thought the 
music needed. After Godfrey had 
taught the choir the background 
                                                        
39 A syncopated ostinato piano figure common in Caribbean musical traditions and their fusions (with Jazz and 
other genres) (Mauleón 1999).  
Raffaele Genovese, a renowned Sicilian jazz 
pianist, seated at his keyboard. Citta Giardino, 
Sicily: July 2018. (Photo: VG Photo) 
The choir, made up of ThankGod, Faith, and Macy. (Photo: VG Photo) 
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vocals and Felix was feeling 
comfortable on the studio’s drum set, I 
invited all the musicians to take a break 
in the lounge during which we 
discussed the arrangement: how many 
verses and choruses, who would rap, 
who would solo, and the order of the 
sections. Godfrey and I directed this conversation but we 
strove to involve everyone. Felix elected to play a drum fill introduction; Godfrey needed three verses and 
choruses with background vocals and an 8-bar section for rapping; Raffaele and Corrado both wanted 
short solos and would fill throughout; I planned to take an 8-bar solo after Godfrey’s rapping.  
With a general idea of the form of the song, we re-entered the studio at 1:30PM and had an hour 
and a half to rehearse and record; in this recording setting, all ten musicians had to get their part right on 
a single take. This hour and a half period was admittedly stressful for Godfrey and me as we acted as co-
directors trying to pull together all the moving parts. The members of the choir, having only performed in 
informal community settings where there is little demand for exact pitch, were singing strikingly out of 
tune by modern Western standards, which prompted Godfrey—determined to achieve a clean, Western 
pop aesthetic--to halt multiple run-throughs to coach them to sing in tune. While Godfrey effectively was 
imposing a Western musical aesthetic onto the choir, I approved of this decision as the studio—with the 
plethora of microphones, preamps, and professional audio engineering software—was an inherently 
Western musical space. Corrado, whose musical origins are in traditional Sicilian marching bands, was 
playing the syncopated Nigerian rhythms out of time, which comprised the entire interweaving rhythmic 
Felix at the drum set. (Photo: VG Photo) 
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fabric of the music. I must have clapped and sang the 
correct rhythm to him 100 times, but he could not 
execute it. Even after I made it clear in Italian for him not 
to play the syncopated rhythm—because it was clashing 
with the interweaving rhythms between the rest of the 
band--and just fill and improvise like he would for a jazz 
tune, Corrado continued to play the rhythm, and 
continued to play it incorrectly. I was genuinely 
frustrated with him, not for being unable to hear the 
Nigerian rhythm, but for not listening to me when I 
asked him to stop. Despite some of this rehearsal 
tension arising from having to learn a new song and 
adapt to a new musical setting, the band was starting to sound tight and complete full run-throughs. I 
called a short break at 3:20 to diffuse some of the tension, have a conversation in the lounge (and 
apologize to Corrado for being hard on him), and announce that we had a half-hour to make a solid 
recording.  
Just before 3:30, the group of ten global artists entered the recording session room determined 
to record the perfect take. On the subsequent recording attempts, there were only slight imperfections: 
Felix doing a big drum fill in the wrong spot, the choir missing entrances, or me taking an unsatisfactory 
solo. At around 3:50, we finished what seemed to be a solid take. The band all exchanged positive 
glances and assuring smiles as we got up from our positions and congregated in the control room to 
listen. The engineer had already adjusted volume levels so the balance was correct, and the track sounded 
Corrado blowing on his tenor saxophone. He ended up 
playing well on the final take. (Photo: VG Photo) 
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beautiful through the professional monitors and in the ideal acoustics of the control room. I exchanged 
high-fives, handshakes, and hugs of gratitude with all the band members as we moved back into the 
lounge to relax after the stressful three-hour session. I called our driver, Giuseppe, who dropped off the 
Nigerian choir at their respective camps, Felix at his apartment, and Godfrey at the pastor’s house next to 
the bus station as he would travel back home to Cartagirone, 50 miles away, early the next morning.  
Godfrey returned to church in Syracuse the following Sunday to record the music video. Alessio 
Giacalone, a friend and local high-schooler interested in video production, had taken some photos and 
videos during our recording session, and Godfrey and I wanted to get more footage. After the service, 
Godfrey put “Mama Africa” on the church PA speakers as I filmed the choir dancing to our new song. 
After doing some filming inside the church, I filmed Godfrey and pastor David singing and dancing along 
with the track on the street outside the church. Later that night, Alessio came to my house for dinner, 
before which he filmed me at sunset playing my solo, and after which we edited the video together. One 
Macy holds her son as we recorded “Mama Africa.” (Photo: VG Photo) 
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week after we recorded our first track, we had our first music video. Things were looking up for the rest 
of the summer.  
 
Reflection:  
While the roles and expectations of music in the church and the recording studio varied 
significantly—with regard to song lengths, level of spontaneity, thematic content, sound quality, etc.—
there were points of similarity between the musical settings. In both the church and the studio, music 
helped build community between musicians, listeners, and God; affirm multi-faceted transnational 
identities; acknowledge shared passion and humanity; reconfigure Sicilian spaces into dynamic points of 
intercultural contact; and express 
political yearnings to obtain legal 
status and come together in the face 
of cultural differences, uninformed 
discrimination, and divisive politics. 
Music also served as the means by 
which I grew to be accepted in True 
Harvest Mission Church. Before I 
spoke in English with most members, 
I played music with them. As the 
worshippers and I participated in this 
shared passion, we concurrently 
expressed emotions, spirituality, and 
Godfrey and I strike a fist bump for a portrait session. 
Syracuse, Sicily: July 2018. (Photo: Unknown) 
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creativity, wonderful dilemmas of being human which laid the groundwork for relations rooted in shared 
humanity, rather than vast cultural divides, at the forefront.   
 True Harvest Mission Church is located in a typical Sicilian storefront which has turned into a 
politicized site of congregation for Nigerian migrants. Neighbors have called the police with complaints 
about noise40, trash in the street, or merely because of the robust celebrations (or fights) on the street 
following services which makes it impossible for cars to pass. In the face of this resistance, the Nigerian 
community of Christians meaningfully claims local space through the church where they can maintain 
their native modes of worship and engage with the complex adjustments of transnational life—like praying 
for immigration documents and using extra virgin olive oil in their spiritual possession ceremonies. The 
music imbued religious moments with a special synergy that seemed to uplift worshippers, helping them 
cope with the complex processes of identity affirmation, community formation, and political exclusion in 
their new homes. The church atmosphere embodied a confluence of aesthetics (Yoruba rhythms, 
Nigerian/American modern gospel traditions, western musical equipment); sensate experience 
(expressive singing, dancing, worshipping); social memory (recreating their home ways of worship and 
the accompanying social field); past histories (reflecting on their distant home lives and cross-continental 
journeys); anticipated political events (praying for documents and empathetic politicians); and complex 
movements between space and time (both of people and cultural heritage). The transnational confluence 
of religion, social life, and politics played out amidst music that was similarly a confluence of disparate 
elements. The music in church embodied and represented both the Nigerian, global, and diasporic 
elements that constitute the church.  
                                                        
40 In response, Pastor David is very adamant about stopping the music by 1:30PM, when Sicilians commonly start 
their siesta or daily nap following lunch. 
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 The musical atmosphere of the studio as we recorded Mama Africa was also shaped by shared 
diasporic experiences, which similarly served as vehicles to build community amidst the divisive Italian 
immigration politics. All of the musicians in the studio—and all human beings in the world—share historic 
diasporic origins on the African continent; this is to say, “Mama Africa” is the metaphorical biological 
mother of all humanity. Mama Africa represents the fundamental human commonality of historic 
geographic origins in Africa, which helped build community in the studio--and I hope sends a message of 
acting with a mindset of shared humanity to our listeners. Furthermore, all of the musicians in the studio 
made music that was informed by the African diaspora, which also helped drive collaborative community 
building. Marcos learned to play percussion through traditional Afro-Brazilian rhythms, brought to his 
home region through the African slave trade. Similarly, Raffaele and I learned music through jazz, which 
grew out of re-creation and evolution of African slaves’ music in the American south. The Nigerian 
Marcos playing his congas in the studio. Citta Giardino, Sicily: July 2018. (Photo: VG Photo) 
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migrant musicians evidently embodied a much more proximate relationship with African musical 
traditions. To academically contextualize these diasporic backgrounds, I engage ethnomusicologist Rose 
Mary Allen who—in her study of the African diaspora in Caribbean music-- articulates that shared 
diasporic experiences can help transcend cultural boundaries, and the power of diaspora carries the 
potential for greater local understanding and acceptance of traditionally stigmatized forms of culture 
(Allen 2012). The collaborative community in the studio flourished in part because of the recognition of 
shared biological and artistic African diasporic experiences and the accompanying formation of 
community.  
 Shared diasporic experiences, however, clearly did not automatically make the three-hour 
recording session smooth and stress free; the musicians’ immensely diverse cultural and musical 
backgrounds were both points of inspiration and resistance. For example, the church choir was not 
trained to sing “in tune” by Western standards; in their musical backgrounds, ardent expression of 
religious text took precedent over exactitude of pitch. Godfrey, the primary composer and a co-artistic 
director of the session, took it upon himself to step in to coach the choir to sing in tune by Western 
standards. Godfrey instructed the choir to diverge from their local cultural aesthetic and adapt to the 
norms of the Western recording studio. In the final recording, the choir genuinely tried to adapt to sing 
in tune by Western standards, and in the recording, found a happy medium between singing naturally, 
expressively, and with intonation that matched the rest of the band—made up of instruments which are all 
tuned by the same Western standards. This compromise by the choir to take Godfrey’s suggestions led to 
greater cohesion between the entire group.    
In the case of Corrado, the local tenor saxophonist, his musical subjectivities of growing up 
learning the rhythms and phraseologies common to traditional Sicilian marching bands also became a 
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point of contention in the studio. Playing from his musical conditioning—which is inevitable--actually 
detracted from the intricate rhythmic fabric of the Nigerian-inspired groove. Throughout this project I 
truly sought to uphold the creative autonomy of all artists involved, but when someone played in a way 
that compromised the collective synergy and caused the music to deteriorate, I had to step in to take 
creative direction. Corrado asked me if he could just play the rhythmic figure ‘his way,’ and I had to 
explain how ‘his way’ would infringe on the interweaving rhythms between the keyboards, drum set, 
congas, and bass. In these moments when one musician’s ‘way’ inhibits the musical flow of the group, I 
defend myself intervening to take creative direction. Like the pitchy choir, Corrado found a happy 
medium between playing from his musical upbringing and current jazz focus, and both him and the choir 
ended up contributing meaningfully to “Mama Africa” by virtue of their diverse cultural backgrounds. 
These examples go to show how a musician’s ideologies and assumptions that shape their subjective 
music-making can become points of resistance—even outright obstacles—to cross-cultural musical 
collaboration.  
Despite inevitable points of tension, Mama Africa serves as a meaningful sonic symbol of the 
affirmation of identities as global musicians and the cultivation of mutual understanding across vast 
cultural divides. The music video allowed for visible and affective expression of feelings of global 
belonging—a feeling that encompasses both our commonalities and differences as humans—that we 
brought into the studio. The music video showed how culturally diverse people can get along, come 
together through commonalities, and deeply express themselves with a simultaneous awareness of the 
creative expression of others. Mama Africa embraced artists from such vastly different walks of life, 
people who would have little reason to interact—much less create together—if it were not for intentional, 
intercultural musical collaboration. The inherently unlikely cultural combination of musicians—made 
 126 
visible in the music video—could serve to subvert local complacency surrounding the segregation and 
exclusion of African migrants. While this alteration of the status-quo boundaries between social 
categories began with musical collaboration, I hope Mama Africa points toward a future of multi-cultural 
inclusivity where cultural divisions are bridged rather than deepened. Having engaged in this cross-
cultural collaboration in the recording studio, there were both the immediate benefits of artistic 
coexistence for the three-hour recording session, and there will also be enduring benefits of inspiring 
viewers around the world to seek out ways to make the most of being interconnected with diverse human 
beings.  
 
 
 
 
Working together in the recording studio. Musicians from four different countries—Nigeria, 
Italy, Brazil, and the USA—are pictured. Citta Giardino, Sicily: July 2018. (Photo: VG Photo) 
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Conclusion  
Through these ethnographies I have presented, explored, and reflected on the spaces in which 
and processes by which I have created intercultural music with African youth migrants. While I genuinely 
hope that addressing various modes of music-making in a single ethnography was not too confusing for 
my readers, I chose to do so because during most days of fieldwork, I was engaging with music in a variety 
of ways. Through these ethnographies and reflections, I have tried to illustrate the point that in different 
spaces and by different processes, music can have a variety of different effects and affects. Under any of 
these subjective conditions, however, intercultural music-making was widely functional, led to 
constructive self-expression, and was a force of positive change in the lives of young migrants and their 
new communities. In the case of these young artists seeking to make meaning far away from home, 
music—to varying degrees--served many essential functions: affirming identity; cultivating personal 
qualities; forming community; fostering mutual understanding; being a shared passion through which to 
integrate; reconfiguring segregated spaces; promoting liberating self- and societal reflection; voicing 
socio-political dissatisfaction; preserving life narratives; coping with past and present precarity; and 
laying the groundwork for multi-cultural inclusivity. In addition to functionality, musical expression can 
be a powerful experience of freedom, a freedom in which an artist is deeply mindful of self and others, 
and a freedom that is so visceral for these young artists after traversing continents and seas. At the same 
time, there are invariable obstacles and points of resistance to genuine cross-cultural collaboration. 
In the many scenes narrated in these ethnographies, music functioned to affirm identity, but in a 
variety of different ways. In the performance setting, the young men introduced themselves with their 
artist names, proudly declaring their identities as globally connected performance artists. Godfrey 
affirmed his identity as a creative musician by composing original music; he also felt that local Italians 
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more readily recognized his musical identity when he was visibly associated with whiteness. The Gambian 
boys shared Godfrey’s sentiments of greater identity recognition by locals with visible association with 
white artists. Members of the church affirmed their transnational identity by singing and dancing to 
Nigerian spiritual music and infusing traditional worship with Italian elements.  
In a variety of the ethnographic scenes, music also functioned flexibly to build community. 
Godfrey, Felix, and I formed tight-knit bonds through experimenting, listening to, and composing with 
each other through the rehearsal of “Mama Africa.” In the church, a dynamic transnational community 
was strengthened through sharing in song, dance, and worship. The Gambian boys in Priolo reinforced 
their community by moving others and being moved through democratic musical improvisation. In the 
recording studio, the ten musicians from four different countries forged community through 
painstakingly pursuing and beautifully executing a shared musical goal. And because of the music video, 
Mama Africa will forever be a sonic and visual reminder of the potential of music to build community in 
the face of vast cultural differences and xenophobic governments. 
Egyptian, Moroccan, 
and Tunisian youth 
migrants dance 
together for an End of 
Ramadan celebration 
at the public park 
Giardini Bellini. 
Syracuse, Sicily. June 
2018. 
 129 
This collection of ethnographic moments also shows the potential of intercultural music to be a 
subversive force of political activism. Amidst the uninformed, fearful, and hateful rhetoric of the Italian 
immigration regime, the mere act of coming together to make music and foster mutual understanding 
engendered an ethics of resistance. Our performance at Solarium Nettuno forcefully established a 
platform to discuss issues of race, protest discriminatory politics, and raise awareness of the precarity the 
young migrants 
endure. Our 
spontaneous public 
jam session in Priolo 
reconfigured the 
public plaza into a 
multicultural space 
where the youth, 
vigorously excluded 
from other realms of 
society, could freely express themselves and their complicated presence in Sicilian society. While 
distantly separate from organized politics, the music always informed political consciousness—a 
consciousness of congregation amid the vulnerability of transnational living.  
As a bass player, I understand my position as the root of the music--between rhythm and 
harmony--and embodying significant influence in determining the aesthetic of the song. As such, I always 
tried to leave the aesthetic decisions surrounding rhythm, melody, and genre to the young migrant 
musicians, and then I would deeply listen to the genre chosen by the migrant musicians—Nigerian 
Ibrahim and Bubacarr improvise in the central plaza. Priolo, Sicily: August 2018.  
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grooves, reggae, or Tunisian music—and study the tradition and play representative bass lines. I would 
leave artistic, compositional, and aesthetic decisions to the migrant youth, and left technical decisions 
surrounding microphones, preamps, recording, mixing, and mastering to the audio engineers in the 
various recording studios. I simply tried to take full advantage of my roles as multi-linguist, multi-genre 
musician, and state of liminality between youth and adulthood to bring all these global artists together 
into a creative musical space, and then open the platform for everyone to share their input. Heartfelt, 
collaborative music resulted from this free-flowing exchange of musical ideas across these open 
platforms.  
 
Contrary to common sense, cross-cultural musical collaboration does not exist in a utopic realm 
disconnected from first-world hegemony. In these two ethnographies, I was looked up to as a symbol of 
wealth and power: I was the 
financial sponsor of all 
initiatives; I rented the home 
where we lived together; I 
occasionally stepped into a 
leadership role; I was the first 
through doors, the first to 
cross the street, and the one 
Ibrahim, Abdullah, Sayou, 
and I stylishly stare down the 
camera after a jam session at 
Umberto Primo. Syracuse, 
Sicily: August 2017. (Photo: 
Santiago Bolaños) 
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who ordered everyone’s food and drinks; I was in close communication with white Italian artists; and I 
organized all the moving parts of this far-reaching project. As I regrettably recognize that my presence 
was symbolically imperial and regenerated unequal class relationships, I feel complicit but I also feel that 
I did what was necessary to follow through with the mutually beneficial cross-cultural collaboration and 
redistribute the resources to which I had privileged access. Amidst these inescapable power dynamics, I 
tried to be as generous, humble, and self- and other-aware as possible. Herbie Hancock taught me that 
like a moving car faces the resistance of the air, in any musical action you take—especially if it is genuinely 
directed at social good—there is bound to be resistance.  
 
 
Godfrey jumps with joy during a photoshoot and music video recording session on the terrace. Syracuse, 
Sicily: August 2018.  
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Conclusion: Raising Voices of Migrant Youth 
Over the three years of immersive fieldwork which has culminated in this thesis, I have attempted 
to work in creative comradeship with African youth migrants coming of age in Sicily. As I have deeply 
aligned myself with the young people’s socio-political aspirations and participated with them in 
processes of reflection, dialogue, and art-making, I have also borne critical witness to their past and 
present realities as a scholar seeking revelatory understanding. The story I have sought to tell represents 
this reflective, multi-dimensional approach rooted in solidarity. Abu Bakr’s and Godfrey’s harrowing 
trials of crossing Libya were articulated to me in 
a condition of deep mutual trust—forged from 
an extended period of living, creating, and 
expressing together—and of deep mutual 
understanding—fostered by common goals of 
resistance, self-actualization, and connection. 
Mutual trust, mutual understanding, mutual 
creativity, and mutual pursuit of common goals 
are the cornerstones of this thesis.  
Over the course of my research, I have 
employed my scholarly training to construct a 
concise historical context of youth migration to 
Sicily to further understanding of the young 
people’s complex experiences. I have engaged my 
anthropological background, artistic mind, and sensitive conscience to design methodologies and 
Godfrey poses for a portrait high up on Mount 
Etna during music video filming. August 2018.  
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products that prioritize the humanity of the young men and me as reflective, critical, and creative people. 
I have experimented as a storyteller by fusing theory, politics, history, images, and verse in the narrative 
of Abu Bakr’s experiences in Libya. I have merged my roles as ethnographer, musician, and humanist in 
the telling of stories of intercultural music-making. And now, I explore my inner being for the academic 
who can successfully reflect and articulate unifying meaning in all this.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abu Bakr strikes a gesture for a portrait during music video filming for 
the track “One Humanity.” Mount Etna, Sicily: August 2018.  
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Main Arguments 
 In the second chapter, I have pointed out that my interwoven methodologies of activist 
ethnographic research, participatory photography, and intercultural music-making both mirror and 
inform my personal, intellectual, and artistic identities. Throughout my three years of immersing myself 
in this project, I slowly discovered applicable research methods, employed them for varying periods, and 
combined them with other methods which I perceived to be compatible. I argue that creative fusions of 
methods can be mutually enriching, more socio-politically relevant, and lead to more widely accessible 
research outputs. A positive first step in moving in this direction of public relevance is selecting issues 
that the common public need to know about (Mendez 2008).I sincerely hope that my cross-disciplinary 
methodological focus is responsive in some small way to Paulo Freire’s call to reincarnate “the 
humanizing vocation of the intellectual and demonstrate the power of thought to negate accepted limits 
and open the way to a new future” (Freire 32: 2000). I hope this new future includes critical scholars 
I am shown dancing and smiling as I was being recorded for the “One Humanity” music video on Mount Etna. 
August 2018. (Photo: Marco Genovesi) 
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seriously and creatively engaging with social justice issues and working alongside the human beings 
negatively affected to generate far-reaching scholarship with the potential to affect positive change.  
 In the third chapter, I have attempted to embody this hope of creative scholarly engagement by 
addressing youth migrant precarity in Libya—widely agreed upon by the youth41 as the most precarious 
phase of the journey from sub-Saharan Africa to Sicily—through the perspective of Abu Bakr’s verse 
which I critically analyzed and creatively produced in the original reggae song “In Libya.” Throughout 
chapter three, I presented relevant (post)colonial histories to argue that migrant precarity in Libya is a 
historical byproduct of violent and intractable political divisions left by Italian colonists; Gaddafi’s 
relations with the West rooted in exchange of oil, weapons, and migrant deterrence technologies; and 
governmental interventions in Libya executed by NATO and the United Nations. I argue that youth 
migrant precarity is also politically enabled by European Union efforts to quietly facilitate militarized 
border control to Libya and supply the mechanisms to inhumanely detain and deter vulnerable migrants. 
To better understand and illuminate the precarious conditions in Libya with which migrants are 
confronted, I conducted a stanza-by-stanza analysis of Abu Bakr’s verse—attempting to demonstrate how 
artistic mediums (written verse in this case) can promote critical and emancipatory self-reflection, create 
potent historical testimonies, and meaningfully include interlocuters in research processes and products.  
 In the fourth chapter, I shared ethnographies of two full days of intercultural music-making in a 
variety of spaces, by a variety of processes, using a variety of methods and for a variety of purposes. 
Through narrating and reflecting on these experiences, I found intercultural musical collaboration to be 
constructive for young migrants to promote self-reflection, integrate with local community members, and 
foster political resistance. Amid the differences in spaces, processes, and purposes of music-making, I 
                                                        
41 It is worth noting again that over 90% of youth migrants in Sicily in 2017 had passed through Libya (Reidy 2017).  
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argued that the young migrants experienced both a functional and expressive relationship with music. 
The music served to affirm identity, cultivate personal qualities, build (diasporic and cross-cultural) 
community, foster mutual understanding, voice socio-political dissatisfaction, and set a resounding 
example for multi-cultural inclusivity. The expressive relationship with music generated uplifting self-
worth—the youth had to believe their stories, emotions, and creativity were worth expressing—and 
provided a meaningful experience of freedom with simultaneous responsibility to a collective. That being 
said, the musical collaboration did not exist in a utopic realm outside of a first-world hegemony. 
 
 
 
Godfrey, Ibrahim, Success, Cherno, Bubacarr, Marco, and Abu Bakr on 
the trail up Mount Etna as we recorded the music video for “One 
Humanity.” August 2018.  
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Gaps and Limitations of Research 
I do not think my research is “innovative.” I imagine many other scholars before me—whose 
works I am unaware of (this unawareness being another limitation of my research)--have already 
creatively combined methodologies which in their implementation have modestly contributed to the 
social good. Rather than innovative, I see my kind of research as a calculated, focused direction of my 
distinct personal faculties—faculties I am immensely grateful to have developed as I traveled around the 
world treating everyone as my teacher, and at UNC through formative mentorships and formal education 
in anthropology and jazz studies. All I have done is identify a social justice issue, align myself with the 
people in struggle, and draw from all facets of myself, my environment, and my academic training to work 
toward positive change—engaging my creative mind, strong will, and sensitive conscience to raise 
awareness of a case of structural suffering endured by a vulnerable, marginalized group of young people. 
I do not mean to conclude this thesis with a false notion of heroic grandeur of giving voice to the 
voiceless; they already had voices, I was simply trying to amplify them. I simply hope to humbly remind 
readers to think about what makes you special; what are your skills, talents and visions; what do you think 
would make the world a more peaceful, less violent place? Then I challenge you to willfully direct all 
aspects of yourself and your environment to solving the given problem—all while upholding a critical and 
self-reflexive mindset.  
Another limitation of this research lies in the implementation of participatory photography as a 
methodology. While the collaboratively captured photographs throughout the thesis augment the text to 
bring readers closer to the faces, emotions, and experiences of the young men, the photographs did not 
necessarily create new findings. In my understanding, anthropological research methodologies should be 
geared toward generating new knowledge. Rather than generate new findings, the photographs provided 
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an artistic aesthetic to the thesis that functioned to impart visual and empathetic understanding of the 
complex characters.  As a research methodology, participatory photography should have led to more 
original research findings, rather than merely add aesthetic support to the thesis.  
I am still gathering the theoretical tools and deepening my internal dialogues to develop this 
critical and self-reflexive mindset. Throughout this thesis, I have come short in elaborating discussions 
on complex dynamics of power and race that shaped my experiences; I have presented but I have not 
fleshed out theoretically rooted discussions on how power dynamics shaped the multi-dimensional 
research in which I was engaging. I am beginning to visit the writings of Frantz Fanon, Antonio Gramsci, 
Paulo Freire, and others; fields of feminist ethnography, postcolonial thought, and critical race theory; 
and ways of thinking about collaborative music-making outside of mainstream notions of a utopic space 
and experience. As I continue reading works of 
critical musical collaborators, gathering 
necessary theoretical tools, and bolstering self-
reflexive capacities, the future workings of this 
project will grow in intellectual rigor. The 
future ethnographies I write about collaborative 
musical engagement may be less about the 
stories I tell and more about the criticism—
criticism steeped in intellectual theory--I bring 
to bear on this kind of global artistic activism. 
This presentation of the current state of my 
project is mostly shaped by experimental life Bubacarr Camara smiles for a portrait on Mount Etna during the recording of our music video “One Humanity.” 
August 2018.  
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experience. I feel like I have had to race to read and apply relevant theory in the short period during 
which I have written this thesis to make it more representative of academic writing. While there is more I 
would like to do in this regard if I had more time, I ultimately advocate for experience over theory. For 
now, I tell a positive story of coming together across cultural divides through music, because this is how I 
genuinely perceive my experiences. I believe this kind of one-on-one interaction of people from diverse 
origins steeped in art and dialogue is exactly what our divided world needs.  
 
 
 
 
 
Migrant youth from the Gambia, Nigeria, Egypt, and Ghana walk along a path high up on Mount Etna 
before a performance at an NGO retreat. July 2017.  
 140 
Reflection on Significance of Research 
 Through this research, I have sought to create an emotionally charged, multi-media narrative that 
contributes to broadening the scope of anthropology—a comprehensive study of the human condition 
and cultures—to include art forms that facilitate inventive investigation and affective expression. I think 
scholars in the discipline of anthropology--with all their crucial insights on the human experience that 
can enact real change in the world--should prioritize creating relevant knowledge for the general public, 
alongside the communities with whom they engage in research (Beck & Malda 2013). My research is 
academically significant in that it embodies an example of how artistic mediums imbued with scholarly, 
anthropological acumen can meaningfully involve 
communities in the research process and more likely 
advance public dialogue on a given issue. Guided by 
hybridized methodologies, this research was socially 
significant through its culmination in collaborative 
photo exhibitions in Syracuse, performances with 
Sicilian musicians, and an upcoming album of socio-
politically engaged music—all of which meaningfully 
engaged the local community and modestly contributed 
to cultural integration in Syracuse. This fusion of 
methods also speaks to my beliefs that words alone fall 
short in conveying the young migrants’ complex stories 
and feelings, and that creative expression can promote 
essential reflection and dialogue.  
Ibrahim (pictured above) is one of Abu Bakr’s best friends in Sicily, who, being of a similar age and geographic origin, will also be 
subjected to heightened difficulty to obtain and renew documents to stay in Italy and/or Europe. Mount Etna, Sicily: August 2018.  
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 Another primary reason for which my research is socially, politically, and academically significant 
is the imperative immediacy surrounding the issue of youth migration. The Italian parliamentary 
elections in March 2018 witnessed the surge of anti-immigrant politicians into the majority. While 
advocating for reduced protections for asylum seekers and stricter refugee qualifications, Matteo Salvini, 
the new Interior Minister, has threatened to send migrants back to Libya and disparaged measures to 
protect unaccompanied youth (Ansa 2018). Salvini is intent on revoking documents from young 
migrants like Godfrey, whose age was underestimated42 upon his arrival to Italy so that he could receive 
greater protection as an unaccompanied minor. Due to stricter qualifications for asylum seekers by the 
new government, Abu Bakr’s recent renewal request for two-year permesso di soggiorno (temporary 
immigration documents) was denied, meaning that merely staying in Italy—or Europe for that matter—is 
now illegal for the young Gambian artist. Now more than ever it is important for scholars, artists, and 
activists to humanize young migrants, aid in bearing witness and raising awareness of their stories, and 
advocate politically on their behalf amid their forced invisibility. This scholarship is potent in that it 
weaves together a concise and comprehensible contextual background of a highly socio-politically 
relevant issue; from the foundation of this scholarly background, there are powerful stories, images, and 
music of the youth migrants affected to raise empathetic awareness.  
                                                        
42 Sympathetic medical workers and volunteers who register migrants upon their initial arrival to the Italian ports 
commonly classify migrants as being 1-5 years younger in age—or do not contest a migrant’s false claim that he or 
she is significantly younger—so that the young migrants receive placement in a camp for unaccompanied minors, 
which receive greater funding, legal, and educational services, and guarantee a place for the youth until they turn 
18 (as indicated by their Italian documents).  
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 My research on youth migrant experiences in Libya is also significant as there is such little public 
knowledge on the issue considering the bewildering extent of the violence. Not only might Abu Bakr’s 
and Success’ verses raise awareness among our readers and listeners of precarious migrant experiences 
in Libya, but the accompanying commentary 
also makes the case that Italy and the 
European Union are historically and 
currently complicit—and strategically hiding 
from responsibility--in these brutal human 
rights abuses. Ideally, this scholarship would 
compel Italy and the EU to take responsibility 
for the lingering effects of colonialism and 
their politically enabled human rights 
violations against migrants. It would also 
encourage the EU to reevaluate their policy 
of funding, equipping, and normalizing 
brutal migrant deterrence mechanisms in 
Libya. The only viable solution to eradicating 
the profound abuses against migrants would be 
for some international body (UN, EU, NATO) 
to establish a broad physical presence in Libya and take over the staffing, leadership, and organization of 
the migrant detention camps. Considering the extent of the political instability and civil war in Libya and 
the UN’s current intervention scheme of propping up a government in Tripoli, it is unlikely that this type 
Success—feeling chilly in Mount Etna’s alpine climate—looks 
sincerely into the camera for a final portrait before our 
descent. August 2018.  
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of on-the-ground intervention would ever take place. Despite the unlikelihood, my research is significant 
in that it supports this call to action.  
 In addition to the narratives and photographs throughout this thesis, these past three years of 
creative, immersive fieldwork culminated in the recording of a full-length album of original music, three 
music videos, and a 30-minute documentary filmed and produced by a Los Angeles-based film crew 
inspired by this intercultural musical collaboration. Furthermore, the local concerts we organized 
facilitated cross-cultural understanding between young migrants and Italians, and gave the young men a 
medium to share their profound stories with the residents of their new home. Not only will the recorded 
album raise empathetic awareness in the wider global community of the struggles and aspirations of 
unaccompanied kids amid migration crises, it will also result in a meaningful historical document—
created by migrants themselves—expressing the experiences of unaccompanied African youth in Italy. 
The album will be enjoyed by the young men long after the project’s conclusion, a reminder for them to 
continue to pursue their dreams in their new home, and will mark Syracuse as a site of cultural 
integration and mutual understanding between Europeans and Africans. All album proceeds will go 
toward establishing two funds43: one for music lessons for the youth migrants with Sicilian teachers, and 
another for unforeseen crises that arise in the young musicians’ lives amid the instabilities of daily life. 
The kids involved will continue to benefit from my intervention through having access to these funds 
when unanticipated problems emerge or to further their musical development.  
                                                        
43 Administered by my principal collaborator, Ramzi Harrabi, in a new bank account created for distributing profits 
from the album.  
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Closing Remarks 
 Deep in my heart, I am a creative musician with an optimistic outlook on how music can 
transform the world—from enriching academia to deepening diplomacy; from calling for political change 
to fostering mutual understanding; from self-reflecting to expressing the voice of the people. Socio-
politically engaged music made through long-term collaboration between global migrants and activist 
musicians fused with attendant socio-cultural research methods—amidst the worrisome veering of global 
politics toward discriminatory xenophobia—can generate much-needed intercultural dialogue, support 
processes of cultural integration, and raise awareness of global migrants’ precarious lived experiences. 
Cross-cultural music-making can serve as a powerful example of how diverse people can come together 
Godfrey appears as a silhouette with Sicilian clouds and landscapes in the background. Mount Etna, Sicily: 
August 2018.  
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and incorporate seemingly incompatible cultural differences into beautiful art—art that is innovative by 
virtue of its fresh cross-cultural collaboration. These collaborations allow us to reclaim some positive 
elements of globalization: being interconnected in networks of diverse artists and creating from a basis of 
inventive integration of unique cultural characteristics.  
To conclude, this project united people of different cultures, who spoke different languages, to 
make art—a passion humans have shared for millennia—which made us recognize and subsequently 
express our commonalities as human beings and find pride and inspiration in our differences. I sincerely 
hope the upcoming album, photos, and thesis with contribute to raising empathetic awareness in broader 
communities of the struggles and aspirations of unaccompanied youth amid migration crises. I hope it 
will inspire musicians, artists, and scholars to use their visible, affective platforms to address socio-
I smile with jubilation as I collaboratively perform with musicians from Italy, Tunisia, the Gambia, and Nigeria 
at Cortile Minniti, a live performance venue in the historic center. Syracuse, Sicily: August 2017. (Photo: Sayou 
Fatti) 
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political issues. I hope the album will be a positive healing force that gives people hope and strength to 
face the world and build community. Finally, through this music and story, I hope to send a message that 
intercultural music-making—accompanied by self-reflexivity--can be a powerful experience of peaceful 
coexistence between cultures.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Performing at Solarium Nettuno with Giacomo (Sicily), Ibrahim (the Gambia), Corrado (Sicily), and Ramzi 
(Tunisia). Syracuse, Sicily: August 2017. (Photo: Sayou Fatti).  
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